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Introduction

Imagination is the magic, is my nation. I love the image. The image of
what and how many? Images of ink spots, tarred cracks, dirty panes,
candle wax, splintered wood, flickerd light, overcart zeniths, moon craters,
chlorophyll dances, old glazes, somber embers, eraser smudges, blood
blisters, mud flats up close, penumbral shadows, shadows caught in kitten
fur, in front of lampshades, in armpits, trees, umbrella shadows
autonomous over mudruts, anything seen across a heater, tears, patches,
rifts, cementings firm, half holding, gossamer, crumpled, tissue, horn
spoons, always PAINT all ways, in all semblances, mustard, tar, gum, shit,
tears, sludge, resin, semen, egg yolk, feathers, blood, butter, eaves drops,
clinkers, soapsuds, oilslick, brickdust, topaz, stalactite, baked mudflat, flat,
gassy, rubbd, scratchd, worn, ruled, blotchd, dabbed, ridged, droold,
smeard, flaked, scraped, labord, modelld, spat, multiply not ultimately, but
multiplely ultimate without obligation.1
– Jess in his undated notebook A Skeptic Milieu Medallion

Between 1959 and 1976 the San Francisco-based artist known simply as Jess (19232004) created an extraordinary series of thirty-two paintings called the Translations. He based
each painting on a found black and white image from sources as varied as engravings from an
1887 volume of Scientific American magazine, a souvenir card from the Winchester Mystery
House, Krazy Kat comics, an illustration from a children’s nature book, a bubblegum trading
card of the Beatles, and a family photograph of himself as a child. Jess worked slowly,
transcribing and enlarging each of his source images into a pencil drawing on canvas, which he
then painstakingly filled with paint, section by section, layer by layer, color by color. Each
painting is also accompanied by one or more texts, quotations that Jess inscribed on the versos
and often displayed alongside the works. Although the Translations are drawn from previously
existing images and texts, they are singular in the history of art. They are appropriations,

1

Jess, A Skeptic Milieu Medallion notebook, Jess Papers, BANC MSS 2006/203, Box 18, Folder 1, The
Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. Throughout this text Jess’s unique spelling has been
maintained without individual notations of “[sic]” unless in reference to proper names.
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transformations, technicolorations, and condensations, but above all they are undeniably paint or,
as Jess wrote, “always PAINT all ways.”2
Throughout the existing critical and art historical literature on the series, there is a
persistent sense that the Translations are enigmas, which are either unsolvable or better off left
unsolved.3 Exhibition reviews and essays dating from the 1960s to today, and every decade in
between, are remarkably consistent. They refer to individual Translations and to the series as a
whole as “riddles that yield no answers” (1974), “elusive in intention” (1979), “stubbornly
mysterious” (1980), “spellbinding, even though their meanings remain elusive” (1988), and
“obscurantist illustration [which] isn’t accessible, nor is it meant to be” (1994).4 The texts warn
that “nothing could be more irrelevant to this work than trying to make literal sense of it” (1980)
and “[y]ou don’t need a guide. Mystery is key. You’re never going to have the answer” (1994).5
This sentiment shadowed the artist even after his death; Jess’s 2004 obituary in the San
Francisco Chronicle states that the “meaning [of the Translations] remains tantalizingly
obscure.”6 A 2008 review of a posthumous exhibition describes the series of thirty-two paintings
as “a form of beauty as weird and memorable as any American artist has achieved in the past
half-century. To appreciate these works [...] requires an act of surrender, an ability to refrain
from asking why or how Jess did what he did, and what any of it could possibly mean.”7 This
enduring reading of the Translations as mysteries is not erroneous. They are, after all, drawn
2

Ibid.
Tara McDowell has also noted this consistency.
4
John Gruen, “On Art”, Soho Weekly News. Thursday, December 5, 1974. Madeleine Burnside, “New
York Reviews: Jess” ARTNews (February 1979), 173. Michael Leja, Aspects of the 70s: Mavericks.
Waltham, MA: Rose Art Museum, Brandeis University. 1980: 11. Jo Ann Lewis, “The Resonant
‘Drummers’” Washington Post (May 18, 1988), D1. Mario Naves. “Exhibition Notes”, New Criterion
(Vol. 13, Issue 4, Dec 1994),47.
5
Richard Armstrong, Berkeley Matrix, 1980, n.p. Michael Auping, quoted in Jesse Hamlin, “A Look Into
the Secluded Life of Jess”, San Francisco Chronicle (February 24, 1994), E4.
6
Kenneth Baker, “Jess Collins – S.F. painter, collage artist”, San Francisco Chronicle (January 7, 2004),
A19.
7
James Gardner, “Jess: An Act of Surrender, a Leap of Faith”, The New York Sun (July 10, 2008), 22.
3
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from often obscure sources and full of abstruse references. Yet, this consistent view has led to a
lack of serious in-depth considerations of the series. There are, however, a few texts that address
the paintings and that remain crucial in any examination of the Translations.
In 1971, the poet Robert Duncan wrote an essay titled “Iconographical Extensions” as the
introduction for a catalogue accompanying an exhibition of Jess’s Translations at the Odyssia
Gallery in New York. Jess and Duncan first met at a poetry reading in 1951. They exchanged
(unofficial) marriage vows later that year and remained partners until Duncan’s death in 1988.
The poet witnessed the conception and development of the Translations first hand and penned
his text as Jess’s work on the series was still underway in his home studio. Duncan considers the
lengthy process, layers of references, and poetic meanings of the paintings. He writes of play,
imagination, redundancy, paint, chimeras, nightmares and color, and his text remains the seminal
piece on the series. In addition to Duncan’s essay, the 1971 Odyssia Gallery catalogue also
includes black and white reproductions of the first twenty-six Translations as well as their
accompanying quotations and an index of Jess’s sources for each. The fact of the matter is that
Jess did not obscure his acts of appropriation, but rather meticulously documented and openly
disclosed them.
Other important texts addressing the Translations include those by Madeleine Burnside
in a 1989 booklet for the presentation of Jess’s work at the ADAA Art Show in New York;
curator Michael Auping’s essay in the catalogue for the major 1993-1994 travelling retrospective
exhibition Jess: A Grand Collage, 1951-1993; and Tara McDowell’s 2013 dissertation on Jess
and Duncan’s domesticity. Auping’s catalogue is a particularly important resource, not only for
his lead essay, but also because it contains a rare published interview with Jess. In addition, the
section of the book devoted to works in the exhibition acts as a de facto catalogue raisonné of
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the Translations, with each of the thirty-two paintings reproduced in color with its associated
quotations and a small reproduction of Jess’s black and white source image on the facing page.
In his titular essay, Auping works his way through Jess’s entire oeuvre, his early nonobjective
and romantic paintings, the Translations, his Paste-Ups (Jess’s term for his collages), and a
series of paintings called the Salvages. Turning to the Translations, Auping primarily reads them
through the lens of Jess’s own words. He convincingly illustrates the claim that the series is an
homage to the sun. While Auping’s account is engaging and insightful, he addresses less than
half of the paintings in the series and most of them only briefly and in passing. His examination
of the Translations offers an important but ultimately narrow view and leaves much more to be
done.
With the exception of Duncan’s 1971 essay, published when the paintings in the series
numbered only twenty-six, this is the first study to focus solely on the Translations and to
attempt to approach a deeper understanding of Jess’s approach to the series as a whole. This
investigation is deeply rooted in close visual examinations of the Translations paintings and
relies heavily on the many primary source materials, unpublished statements, correspondence,
and documents related to the series and held in numerous archives and museum records. While it
is not possible to fully address each of the thirty-two paintings, nor the myriad layers of meaning,
connections, and resonances contained within and between them in depth here, this thesis gives
serious and lengthy consideration to a select group of Translations in order to open up the field
of understanding and to expose the pictorial intelligence of Jess’s project.
Chapter One focuses on the first painting of the series, in which Jess both established and
staged the method of painterly appropriation that he would employ for all of the works to follow.
Chapter Two takes on a subset of the Translations series in which Jess employs scientific subject

4

matter as metaphor for his internal process and the external operations of the artist’s studio. The
final chapter examines how Jess figures and enacts the autobiographical self within several of the
paintings. Throughout, Jess grapples with many of the primary concerns of postwar American
art, questions of appropriation, authorship, figuration versus abstraction, and selfhood and
identity. While the Translations are enigmatic, I refute the claim that they are impossible to
understand, unworthy of examination, or against interpretation. Jess’s choices in the series were
not whimsical and haphazard, but rather highly calculated and intentional. In subject matter,
painterly technique, and conceptual approach, the Translations are shrewdly self-referential and
as such reveal more the more they are considered.

5

Chapter One: Laying a Standard
Jess began the Translations series with a single painting in 1959, Ex. 1 – Laying a
Standard: Translation #1 (fig. 1).8 This initial canvas is intimate in scale and setting. Bright
yellow light shines in from the sliver of open doorway on the left edge of the painting,
illuminating slatted wood floorboards and a makeshift experiment set atop a wooden table in
what looks like domestic surroundings. Light and shadow are conveyed by the use of warm and
cool tones. Movement and time are suggested, yet it feels very much like a single moment
captured. The abstraction of blue, green, and brown shapes and shades in the background of the
scene appears without logic or order, as do the disparate clumps of accumulated paint speckled
across the entire canvas. The painting would, as stated in its title, “lay a standard” for the thirtyone subsequent works that would follow in the series over the next seventeen years. In its subject
matter, printed origin, and facture, the canvas would also announce Jess’s project of enacting the
work of painterly appropriation conducted at a snail’s pace.
The image for Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard: Translation #1 was not Jess’s own. He took it
from a black and white engraving titled “Apparatus for Standardizing Sensitive Plates” in the
October 29, 1887 issue of Scientific American magazine (fig. 2), then a weekly journal of
“practical information, art, science, mechanics, chemistry, and manufactures.”9 Following a short
item about walnuts as food for turkeys, the engraving accompanied an article on the Harvard
Observatory and Henry Draper Memorial, which had been established on the East Coast campus
one-year prior. Draper had been a pioneer of astrophotography, and the objective of the
apparatus illustrated in the engraving (and subsequently in Jess’s painting) was for use in
According to Christopher Wagstaff, Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard: Translation #1 would remain Jess’s
favorite painting of the series and he refused many offers to sell it to museums and private individuals
over the years. Conversation with the author, May 6, 2019.
9
Scientific American (New York, October 29, 1887), cover.
8

6

standardizing the photographic plates to be utilized with a telescope for celestial photography.
The mechanics of the contraption are explained as follows:
The apparatus for thus standardizing the sensitiveness of plates is illustrated here. [In the]
back of a wall or partition a lamp is placed. Directly in front of the lamp, and a little
above its wick, a small square hole is cut through the partition. On the other side of the
partition, which forms a portion of its wall, is a dark room. Within this room a pendulum
is hung with its point of suspension above the square aperture. The pendulum has a
period of oscillation of one second, from end to end of its arc. A catch is arranged to hold
it well to one side. Thus held, it completely covers the little square opening. If released it
swings away, and just as it passes the central line exposes the opening. It then continues
its course to the end and begins to return, the hole being open all this time. As it reaches
the center of its arc on the return swing, it again shuts off the light. The bob carries a
screen of such shape as to effect this operation. The opening is shielded during one-half
of a double oscillation and gives an exposure, therefore, of one second.10
The Scientific American engraving and Jess’s painting depict this critical moment of the onesecond exposure when light transverses the square hole cut in the wall, through an open path
clear of the pendulum’s screen, which acts as a shutter, and hits a corner of the plate. There, the
ray of light makes a permanent mark, a record of exposure and illumination, which will later
serve as confirmation that the plate met the required standard to properly capture the main image
in the telescope. The ultimate goal was to use these standardized photographic plates to record
images of the stars and other celestial objects and events that were imperceptible to the naked
human eye. However, Jess’s source image and ensuing painting do not illustrate the exciting and
innovative technique of actually capturing an image of stellar spectra, nor is the resulting
astrophotograph itself shown. Instead, what Jess translated into paint is an image of the necessary
and rather humble initial testing procedure that each plate had to undergo, a routine step in the
scientific process on the way to the celestial result.
Jess’s choice of this image for the first painting of his Translations series was deliberate.
He claimed that the entire project of the Translations was simply a means to another end, an
10

Ibid., 278.
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exercise to teach himself how to paint in preparation for what was to be his magnum opus, a
large scale paste-up and accompanying mirror image Translation titled Narkissos, which was
part self-portrait, part obsession, part universe of its own.11 Jess recalled it as follows: “Narkissos
meant I had to teach myself how to paint, almost like a medieval guild artist. So I developed the
idea of the ‘Translation’ series, which I originally thought would be a group of twenty-four
images, a magic number, that would present themselves as needing to be painted, and I would
copy them with as much detail as I could.”12 While Jess’s correspondence clearly reveals that he
came to see each of the thirty-two paintings that would eventually make up the Translations as
significant works of their own, it is also clear that the paintings remained in his mind as simply
preparatory steps on the way to his larger and ultimate goal of Narkissos. He wrote of the
prospect of eventually tackling Narkissos after the completion of the Translations as “like
climbing Everest after practicing in the Alps.”13 In addition, he often referred to the Translations
as the “lead-in series” or the “approach-set,” and in later letters with art dealer Federico
Quadrani, they both frequently referred to the Translations in progress as the “Narkissos
series.”14 Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard: Translation #1 was thus a test for future paintings, the first
step in Jess’s process of teaching himself “how to paint.” In such, the Translation is aligned with
the precursory nature of the “Apparatus for Standardizing Sensitive Plates.” Like the
photographic plate being standardized by light in the Scientific American engraving, Jess’s
Translation was a preparatory step on the path to a greater ambition.
For more on Narkissos see Michael Palmer, “On Jess’s Narkissos,” in Jess: A Grand Collage, 19511993 (Buffalo: Albright-Knox Art Gallery, 1993), 93-103.
12
Jess quoted in Auping, “Jess: A Grand Collage,” in Jess: A Grand Collage, 1951-1993 (Buffalo:
Albright-Knox Art Gallery, 1993), 54.
13
Jess in letter of July 23, 1970 to Quadrani, Jess Papers, BANC MSS 2006/203, Box 22.
14
Jess in letter of October 6, 1968 to Jim Newman, Director of Dilexi Gallery in San Francisco. Jess
Papers, BANC MSS 2006/203, Box 14, Folder 4. Jess in letter of May 3, 1969 to Jim Newman, Ibid. See,
for example, letter of February 15, 1968 from Jess to Quadrani, Jess Papers, BANC MSS 2006/203, Box
22.
11
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That Jess’s source image for the first painting of his Translations was originally an
illustration in Scientific American is also significant. The magazine would remain extremely
important for Jess’s series and would in the end serve as his direct source for five of the thirtytwo paintings.15 The artist had received the complete 1887 volume of the Scientific American
earlier in 1959 as a gift from the San Francisco Renaissance poet James Broughton, who likely
knew not only of the artist’s penchant for Victorian era engravings, but also his personal history
in the field of science. Jess grew up in Long Beach in Southern California and, after spending his
freshman year at Long Beach Junior College, in 1942 he transferred to the prestigious California
Institute of Technology (Caltech) in Pasadena to study chemistry. He was drafted into the United
States Army Corps of Engineers in February 1943, and after training in the chemical warfare
service, he was assigned to a Special Engineer Corps of the Manhattan Project in Oak Ridge,
Tennessee. There his military specialty and number was “Chemist 292,” and beginning in April
1944 he was involved in the production of plutonium. Jess would later describe his role as a lab
technician at Oak Ridge as that of a “flunky chemist in the control labs” yet the experience
would have a profound effect on him.16 He was working there on August 6, 1945 when the
United States dropped the atomic bomb on the Japanese city of Hiroshima. The day also
happened to be his twenty-second birthday. While the true nature of the work being done at Oak
Ridge had remained a highly guarded secret, even to the majority of the employees there,
including Jess, the truth was now out. The headline of the Knoxville News-Sentinel’s Monday
evening edition on August 6, 1945 announced, “Atomic Super-Bomb, Made at Oak Ridge,
Those paintings are Ex. 1 –Laying a Standard: Translation #1 (1959), Ex. 2 – Crito’s Socrates:
Translation #3 (1964), Ex. 3 – Fionn’s Finnegas: Translation #4 (1964), Ex. 4 – Trinity’s Trine:
Translation #5 (1964), and Ex. 5 – Mind’s I: Translation #12 (1965), some of which will be further
discussed in the following chapter.
16
Jess quoted in Christopher Wagstaff,“‘This Here Other World’: The Art of Robert Duncan and Jess” In
An Opening of the Field: Jess, Robert Duncan, and Their Circle (Portland, OR: Pomegranate
Communications, 2013), 52.
15

9

Strikes Japan.”17 President Harry S. Truman directly identified Oak Ridge in his address to the
people that same day, in which he also warned that if Japan did not accept the United States’
terms, “they may expect a rain of ruin from the air, the like of which has never been seen on this
earth.”18 Three days later, on August 9, 1945, a bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. Headlines in the
Oak Ridge Journal that day proclaimed: “Oak Ridge Attacks Japanese” and “Workers Thrill As
Atomic Bomb Secret Breaks” (fig. 3).19 An open letter on the front page of the paper to the
“Contractors, Workers, and Residents of Oak Ridge” from Colonel K. D. Nichols of the Corps of
Engineers offered felicitations: “Congratulations to all workers at the Clinton Engineer Works
and to the people of Oak Ridge! You have done the impossible.”20 Suddenly, Jess’s eyes were
opened to the role that his scientific work had played in the bombings. He later recalled to his
friend, filmmaker Lawrence Jordan, “[w]hen they dropped the bomb I knew science was made
by black magicians.”21 Yet, he remained at Oak Ridge until his discharge in January 1946, upon
which he returned to Caltech to complete his undergraduate studies in chemistry, graduating with
honors in 1948.22
Jess’s career in science then continued at the Hanford Atomic Energy Project in
Richland, Washington, where he was employed as a radio-chemist for the General Electric
Laboratories, which were working towards developing nuclear energy as a consumer product.
Jess later described his responsibilities at Hanford as “to make sure that there wasn’t a
17

Knoxville News-Sentinel (August 6, 1945), 1.
Harry S. Truman, “Statement by the President Announcing the Use of the A-Bomb at Hiroshima,
August 6, 1945” in Harry S. Truman: Container the Public Messages, Speeches, and Statements of the
President. April 12 to December 31, 1945 (Washington: United Sates Government Printing Office, 1961),
199.
19
Oak Ridge Journal (Volume 3, Number 4, Thursday, August 9, 1945), 1.
20
K. D. Nichols, “To Contractors, Workers, And Residents Of Oak Ridge” Oak Ridge Journal (Volume
3, Number 4, Thursday, August 9, 1945), 1.
21
Lawrence Jordan recalling Jess’s words in Christopher Wagstaff, “‘This Here Other World’: The Art of
Robert Duncan and Jess,” in An Opening of the Field: Jess, Robert Duncan, and Their Circle, 52.
22
For more on Jess’s time at Caltech see Michael Rogers, “Pulled Through Time: A Caltech Reporter
Traces the Life of an Elusive Artist.” Caltech News (Vol. 41, Num. 4, 2007).
18
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Chernobyl.”23 It was also while working at Hanford that Jess started painting.
I was living in a small town, Richland, Washington, at that time. [...] I took a painting
class at a recreation center in my spare time. Art was something that I had always had an
interest in but science seemed to get in the way somehow. [...] Also, painting was a way
of taking my mind off of what I was doing at work, which was making plutonium. I
mostly did still lifes painted from groups of objects I would set up. [...] I would also go
out on Sundays to do landscapes. I was a true “Sunday painter.”24
Jess credits his ultimate departure from the world of science for that of art to an apocalyptic
nightmare that he had in 1948, which he claimed revealed that the world would self-destruct by
the year 1975.25 This belated reaction to the horrors of the atomic bomb and Jess’s own direct,
although at the time unknowing, participation in the development of the nuclear weapon has
taken on mythic qualities in the literature on the artist. Nonetheless, throughout the rest of his life
Jess maintained that it was a dream that sparked his awakening. As he once recalled, “I began
my career in art as an untutored child, but was seduced into Science for a 20 year stint. I
discharged myself from this trance in 1948.”26 He left his laboratory job at Hanford and with it
the world of professional science behind him and moved to the San Francisco Bay Area to enroll
in art school.
Jess had originally intended to attend the University of California at Berkeley on the GI
Bill, but he was referred across the bay to the more experimental California School of Fine Arts
in San Francisco (now the San Francisco Art Institute).27 There, he studied with some of the most

23

Jess quoted in Lisa Jarnot, Robert Duncan: The Ambassador from Venus (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2012), 119. The Chernobyl nuclear disaster would not occur until April 26, 1986.
24
Auping “30 Years; Interviews and Outtakes”, 169.
25
Ibid.
26
Jess on Whitney Museum of American Art Form completed and signed by Jess June 20, 1986. The
prompt on the form was: “Would you please express your artistic aims, how your style has developed and
when you seriously began your career as an artist?”
27
Sources differ on the exact reason for Jess’s change from UC Berkeley to the California School of Fine
Arts. Some claim that a professor in Berkeley’s art department suggested he apply to the school in San
Francisco upon seeing his portfolio. Others claim that upon viewing Jess’s transcript and scientific
background, the administration of the art school at UC Berkeley requested that he undergo psychiatric
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important California painters of the time, including David Park, Elmer Bischoff, Hassel Smith,
Clyfford Still, and his favorite teacher, Edward Corbett.28 Jess later referred to his enrollment at
the school as a second “reawakening.”29 However, he also recalled that at the school “there was
ideology all round me like a vortex. I was determined not to be sucked into a single way of
thinking.”30 While many of the instructors and their student devotees were pitted against each
other, those whose practice was non-objective against those whose practice was figurative, Jess
did not want to choose sides. He recalled, “I personally didn’t see any reason to make a
dichotomy between abstraction and representation. [...] It was all paint.”31 Yet he also explained
that this acceptance of “all paint” did not come to him inherently, but was rather developed
slowly over time:
As I began to paint nonobjectively, I began to notice that scenes or fantasies would
develop. Sometimes they were obvious, but often subtle, so I suspect I might have been
the only one to see them. I often let them stay for awhile and then later painted them out.
Eventually I let more and more stay. So while I was essentially adhering to a process of
nonobjective painting, I was slowly coming to my own type of representation.32
Jess left the California School of Fine Arts in 1951, along with many others, after the school’s
visionary director Douglas MacAgy was replaced. Yet despite Jess’s multiple years of training at
the school under the tutelage of a distinguished group of painters, in 1959 he still felt it necessary
to begin teaching himself “how to paint” by means of the Translations before he could embark
on Narkissos. Jess’s concept of and intended technique for Narkissos and the Translations would
evaluation and so he instead ended up at the school in San Francisco where his past and desire to pursue
art were not questioned.
28
For more information on the California School of Fine Arts in the 1940s and 1950s see Richard
Candida Smith, Utopia and Dissent: Art, Poetry, and Politics in California (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1995), 92-98.
29
Auping, “Jess: Paste-Ups (and Assemblies) 1951-1983,” in Jess: Paste-Ups (and Assemblies) 19511983 (Sarasota: The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, 1983), 10.
30
Jess quoted in Auping ,“30 Years; Interviews and Outtakes”, 173 or 174.
31
Jess quoted in Ibid., 173.
32
Jess quoted in Auping, “Outsiders on the Inside,” in Jess, Word Pictures, Ray Johnson: Paste-ups,
Moticos, and Assemblages 1951-1997 (San Francisco: Hackett-Freedman Gallery, 2005), 3-4.
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not have been taught in school. His project of painterly appropriation in the Translations
involved a technique of rote and painstaking copying, which lay at cross-purposes to the rhetoric
of immediacy and gesture that lay at the heart of American painting at the time. The Translations
and Jess’s approach in general were dissident acts.
Although Jess was a prolific writer of letters, public or published statements about his
own work are almost non-existent. One rare exception is a text that the artist wrote about the
Translations on the occasion of the inclusion of eight paintings from the series in the exhibition
Eight Artists curated by Anne d’Harnoncourt at the Philadelphia Museum of Art in 1978.33 His
treatise on the Translations was printed in the large format newsprint brochure that accompanied
the exhibition in Philadelphia and provides a crucial first person reflection on the series:
In 1959 a friend gave me a tattered old volume of The Scientific American. It added
tremendously to my resources in making Paste-ups, but also it was the seed that
crystallized the first set of Translation paintings. Several engraved illustrations
particularly lodge in my imagination, and suddenly there was for me another network of
possibility in painting. Then as now, my personal stance has been positive contradiction
without negative assertion. Up to that time I had painted rapidly and mediumistically,
with a field in flux, reconstituting and erasing images until the painting had tuned itself
in. Yet I sorrowed over the myriad lost images half-arrived only to be displaced. How
could I force my automatic hand to stay and develop a single image magically swept in
on a flood of the world’s psyche?
[...] Each painting grew by deceleration. First the pencil drawing on canvas, freehand at a
single degree of freedom, point to point along its lines – de-liberated the image. Then
discreetly the paint came, area by area in tessera, large as flagstones or tiny as scintillae;
each moment was a kaleidoscope frozen to suggest infinite possibilities in the next least
twist. Color overlay color in strata and a textural landscape arose, always the initial linedrawing remaining sharply visible, as if imaginary boundaries were real.34
Similar to the photographic process shown and implied in Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard:
Translation #1, Jess undertook to capture and transfer existing images. However, Jess’s project
abides by a completely different mode of temporality than the quick swing of the makeshift
33
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pendulum in the Scientific American illustration. Jess did not paint his subjects, be they the
empty room of the first Translation or the machinery, people, or scenes from later paintings from
real life, as he had during his time as a literal Sunday painter while working at Hanford. Instead,
he painted from found and chosen reproductions from an earlier time. His source images date
from periods throughout history, from the time of Ancient Egypt or Greece, to 1887, the year of
the Scientific American volume gifted to him by Broughton, to far more contemporaneous dates,
some even from within the artist’s own lifetime. The pendulum in Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard:
Translation #1 signals this passage of time and the anachronistic nature of Jess’s images. In
addition, all of Jess’s subjects were already images. They had already previously been captured
and transcribed, by the shutter of a camera or by another artist’s hand, and they had already been
printed, as engravings, photographs, or other mechanical reproductions.
Jess’s process of translating these pre-existing images also reflects the effort of his
artistic labor over an extended period of time. Throughout his text on the Translations for the
Philadelphia Museum of Art exhibition, he repeatedly invokes time. He describes how the
paintings “grew by deceleration” and developed through “slow change.” Unlike the one-second
oscillation of the pendulum in the first Translation or the quick snap of a shutter, Jess’s process
was lengthy and laborious. He spent approximately one month on Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard:
Translation #1, faithfully copying the composition of the Scientific American engraving onto his
canvas in pencil and then filling in individual sections of the image with paint.35 He maintained
the original cropping of the image, but increased it in overall scale, transforming the small, plain
black and white “original” with his radical introduction of color and texture. In fact, two
sentences appear towards the end of the Scientific American text that accompanied the engraving
of the “Apparatus for Standardizing Sensitive Plates” which one cannot help but relate to the
35
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project of translation that Jess established in this first painting and to Jess’s project of the series
as a whole: “To carry out such work, a standard is needed to refer the lines to. The ordinary
spectrum is of course inapplicable.”36 Throughout the series, Jess’s color is more expressive than
realistic and although the images he appropriates are figurative, he still employs a language of
abstraction. Indeed, the Translations have been described as “adapt[ing] the juicy facture of
Abstract Expressionism to anti-expressionist ends” and Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard: Translation
#1 in particular has been called “an echo of [Clyfford] Still’s ‘torn’ color areas.”37 Jess did recall
that what he learned most from his famous teacher was “a poetics of materials” and the
Translations are paintings that are unequivocally material.38 They possess an undeniable
physicality, which Jess further emphasized with the blots and globs of paint that he formed and
distributed seemingly randomly across his canvases.
Once Jess had established a standard of painterly appropriation with Ex. 1 – Laying a
Standard: Translation #1, he continued work on his series and towards his goal of teaching
himself “how to paint.” However subsequent paintings took him much longer to complete, some
requiring as many as nine months of dedicated work. Following the first painting, Jess’s lines
and spectra became more precise and defined, and the variety and density of his paint surfaces
became more extreme. In general, he began to execute the Translations at a higher level of
exactitude. Due to the increasingly large volume of paint involved in each canvas, he had no
choice but to move his paintings from the easel down flat on to the tabletop, compelled to work
on them horizontally. Once the paintings were completely, he had to mount them on wood to
support the weight of his increasing layers upon layers of paint. His translated images were not
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only transformed from black and white into color, but from one medium to another, from flat
reproductions to real, textured, original copies.
While Jess’s Translations were first and foremost painterly appropriations, he also let
more of the world in by introducing text into the paintings. In Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard:
Translation #1, he included the title of the work, “Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard,” in dark script
along the bottom edge of his painted version of the engraving, where it acts as a caption for the
image. He would continue this practice and incorporate his titles for many of the other paintings
into their compositions themselves. Jess also introduced two capital letters into Ex. 1 – Laying a
Standard: Translation #1 in the form of a superimposed “J” and “S” painted in light blue in the
upper right corner of the canvas. With this signature, “JS” for Jess, the artist asserts his own role
as appropriator and translator of the image, yet he also cleverly harkens back again to the subject
of this first Translation. As the 1887 Scientific American article accompanying the engraving of
the “Apparatus for Standardizing Sensitive Plates” explains, “[w]hen they [the plates] have been
exposed [in the telescope] they are developed, and then only simultaneously with the spectra the
image of the spot of light [from the earlier test for standardization of the plates] appears. Every
plate thus bears upon it near a corner the signature of one second’s exposure to a standard source
of light.”39 Jess’s “JS” stands in for this spot of light, a record of the one second exposure when
the pendulum shutter was swung out of the light’s path. It indicates that, like the photographic
plates that bore evidence of proper standardization in 1887, Jess has effectively laid the standard
for all of the Translations to follow in the series. The “JS” signature would appear on the recto of
most of the subsequent paintings in the series, although after the initial canvas the two letters
parted ways and were no longer superimposed, but rather added to the paintings one after the
other, sometimes in symbolic locations.
39
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In several instances later in the series, Jess also translated the original signatures that
appeared in his source images onto his canvases. In Mort And Marge: Translation #26 of 1971
(fig. 4), Jess carefully painted in the original signature “M.B. FROST” in black letters in the
lower left corner of the painting. His own “JS” signature is camouflaged, but does also appear in
monochromatic raised paint in the lower right corner. Although Jess’s inclusion of multiple
signatures could be read as analogous to the simple crediting of both the original author (Frost)
and the translator Jess’s JS), it also confuses the question of authorship. As Duncan once
explained about Jess’s work, “[w]hat he has achieved is totally his, but in every detail
derivative.”40 In another of the painting of the series, Fig. 4 – Far And Few...: Translation #15,
1965 (fig. 5), a signature takes center stage. Jess based the painting on a found 1964 Topps
bubblegum trading card of the Beatles, which features a black and white photograph of the Fab
Four wading in thigh-high water at the beach (fig. 6).41 Within Jess’s Translations, which most
often draw on imagery from the distant past, the image of the Beatles stands out in its
contemporaneity and pop culture content. The Topps bubblegum card was, after all, issued only
the year prior to Jess translating it, a vast contrast to the over seventy-five years that elapsed
between the publication of the 1887 volume of Scientific American and Jess’s translations from
it. Later reflecting on the painting, he recalled that he “had only recently become a Beatle
maniac.”42 The bubblegum card is unique among Jess’s sources for the Translations not only
because of its recentness, but also because it includes color. Printed in blue across the
reproduction of the black and white photograph of the Beatles is a facsimile of John Lennon’s
autograph. Jess carefully replicated the blue signature in his painting (fig. 7), although he also
Duncan quoted in John Yau, “The Real and the Imaginary,” in Jess Paintings (New York: Tibor de
Nagy, 2011), n.p.
41
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translated everything underneath it into vivid color. While Jess painted Lennon’s blue signature
in a fine layer, so thin that you can still see the texture of the canvas, the rest of the picture is
built up in his standard technique of extreme impasto. He also included his own signature in the
lower right corner of the canvas (fig. 8), a lime green “JS” within the ripples of the sea.
Jess’s layers of textual additions did not stop with his titles and signatures. He also
included literary elements essential to the Translations on the versos of the paintings, leading
some to compare turning over a Translation to opening a book.43 There, on the back of his
paintings, Jess pasted cutouts of his original source images and inscribed texts, which, like the
black and white source images, were not Jess’s own. Jess referred to the quotations that he
inscribed on the versos of his paintings as “mottos,” stating, “in all my paintings, most of which
carry a ‘motto.’ I feel the words to be a true part of the work, not merely a tag for
remembrance.”44 Of course the versos of Jess’s paintings, and thus the mottos he inscribed there,
are not visible to the viewer of the Translations when they are hung on the wall, but in early
exhibitions of the works Jess would often have the mottos printed on placards to be displayed
alongside the paintings. He considered them to be a crucial part of the works. On the back of Ex.
1 – Laying a Standard: Translation #1, he wrote:
Sick. In bed. Turning
to Ruskin, Turner said:
‘But the Sun is God, my Dear.’
This “reflection of an anecdote” of what were among artist J. M. W. Turner’s very last words to
the art critic John Ruskin was relayed to Jess by the British painter Kit Barker, who taught at the
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California School of Fine Arts in 1951 and 1952.45 Jess admitted to the Turner quote being, in
his words, “perhaps apocryphal,” yet the reference to the importance of the sun certainly
resonates with the subject matter of Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard: Translation #1, in which light is
crucial to the photographic process necessary for the successful scientific documentation of a
celestial image or phenomena, which themselves consist of light.46
Returning to Jess’s first motto and to the sun as god, in his correspondence with friends,
curators, and dealers, Jess did often refer to the importance of San Francisco’s weather
conditions vis-a-vis his progress, or lack thereof, on the Translations. The fog is often the source
of much contempt and frustration as he claimed he could only complete the intricate painting
required by the series with proper natural light. When the light was not sufficient he made due
with other tasks, as he explained it, “I make these preparations and drawings during the many
hours and days when sunlight is fluctuating or overcast, returning to paint when the Great Light
reappears.”47 While Jess’s “Great Light” is not as grandiloquent as Turner’s “the Sun is God,”
there is some affinity between the statements by the two artists and the importance of the sun for
the scientific and photographic operation depicted in Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard: Translation #1.
Auping works in part off of the inscription on this first painting in the series and in part off of
Jess’s own statements to argue that the Translations as a whole are an ode to the sun.48 While he
lays this out rather convincingly in relation to a select number of the paintings from the series,
particularly Montana Xibalba: Translation #2 (1963), his interpretation does risk reducing the
complexity of these works to a simplified one size fits all reading.
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There is also some inescapable irony in Jess appropriating what were allegedly among
the last words ever uttered by Turner as the text attached to the very first painting of his
Translations series. In fact, Jess stressed the originary nature of Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard:
Translation #1 by labeling it twice with the number one in its title (“Ex. 1” and “Translation
#1”). With this initial Translation Jess introduced the standard appropriative and painterly
procedure that he would follow for all of the following works in the series. By depicting the
“Apparatus for Standardizing Sensitive Plates” dating from 1887, he played with ideas of
temporality and instantaneity and of capturing and fixing an image onto a flat surface. He
challenged traditional ideas of authorship and introduced the subject of the long-ago experiment,
which would significantly reappear in subsequent paintings in the series.
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Chapter Two: Science as Allegory
Having established a standard of painterly appropriation for his Translations with Ex. 1 –
Laying a Standard: Translation #1 in 1959, Jess continued on with the series, completing
twenty-five additional paintings by the end of 1971.49 Among these are four paintings also based
directly on engravings from issues of Scientific American dating from 1887 and two paintings
based on images from an edition of George M. Hopkins’s 1890s textbook Experimental
Science.50 Together with the initial Translation, these seven paintings form a subset of the larger
series, unified by their scientific imagery and further identified by Jess’s distinctive inclusion of
the prefix “Ex.” in each of the paintings’ titles. This prefix also appears on the surfaces of the
canvases themselves, where Jess painted in their full titles to act as captions, newly written and
differing from those that accompanied the images in their original contexts. The “Ex.” prefix also
marks Jess’s paintings as “examples,” illustrations in the service of a text or something greater
than themselves. As Duncan, and later Auping and others, have noted, Jess’s use of the prefix
also relates to his own identity as an “Ex-Chemist” and “Ex-Scientist,” or, one could even add,
an “Ex-Scientific American.”51 The “Ex.” prefix can also be read as an abbreviation for
“Experiment,” corresponding both to the scientific scenes depicted or implied in Jess’s “Ex.”
paintings and to his own experimental process of creating the Translations themselves. These
scientific Translations act as allegory for Jess’s image making as experiment, for the artist’s
49
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studio as laboratory, and for the ongoing chromatic reaction that Jess sought to set in motion
with his palette and paints. They stage, that is, his shift from experimenting scientist to
experimental artist.
Jess sometimes employs the self-reflexive strategy in his paintings to humorous ends. For
the second of his scientific Translations, Ex. 3 – Fionn’s Finnegas: Translation #4 of 1964 (fig.
9), he appropriated an engraving of a newly patented lathe center grinding machine from the
January 19, 1887 issue of Scientific American (fig. 10). There is undoubtedly some irony in
Jess’s choice to depict a grinding machine in his recently developed technique of extreme
impasto. Here is a machine, after all, that was invented to do precisely the opposite of what Jess
achieves in his Translations. The machine is intended to grind down surfaces, leaving them
perfectly flat and smooth, while Jess, by contrast, builds up the surfaces of his canvases with
peaks and mounds of heavily textured oil paint. While not referring specifically to the grinding
machine, Duncan does address the occasional jocular nature of Jess’s choices in the series:
[In the “Ex.” paintings] the illustrations of apparatus and phenomena of the scientific
world operate as pictorial puns to illustrate propositions of the artist’s world, emblems
belonging to a second series relating to a process in vision. [...] The painter does not
make-up the pun, but it comes to him, as images appear in dreams to haunt the mind with
reminders of latent meanings, where he recognizes in the picture of scientific apparatus
the apparition of his own inner instrumentality as, hidden in the development of his work
in painting, there is growing urgency at work in the art itself to see into itself.52
Duncan’s reference to the artist’s “inner instrumentality” echoes Jess’s own words about his
artistic process. When explaining his aims and style on a questionnaire sent to him by the
Whitney Museum of American Art, Jess described himself as an instrument in service of his art,
writing, “[m]y aim in art is not to impose myself upon the work or its materials. The work, using
me as instrument, brings itself into being. Whatever style may appear is a fusion or an interplay
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of styles past and present.”53 In his Translations, Jess appropriated mechanically reproduced
images and transformed them into color, making physically flat images into great topographical
landscapes of paint. Jess completely immersed himself into this process, which he would
describe as the images using him as instrument. As Stephen Burton has recalled from time spent
with Jess in his studio, “[t]o focus on the task directly in front of him in his immediate work area,
Jess designed and fabricated a special set of blinders that fit onto his glasses. They were quite
large, and he felt they reduced visual distractions.”54 Jess’s self-fashioned blinders (fig. 11)
limited his visual field and forced him to see nothing but the Translation in progress before him.
Jess also attempted to block out all noises, explaining, “[w]hen I’m alone [in the studio] (or when
Robert is aloft working in his study) most often the door and the phone go unanswerd – I blot out
bells and buzzers.”55
In addition to Jess’s witty decision to translate an image of a grinding machine, he also
employed playful imagery to more complex ends. For Ex. 5 – Mind’s I: Translation #12, 1965
(fig. 12), he chose to translate one of nine engraved illustrations that accompanied an article on
“Science in Toys” in the February 5, 1887 issue of Scientific American (fig. 13). The toys
featured in the magazine were all playthings for the eye and included among them a prism, a
kaleidoscope, and a zootrope. Jess selected to translate the engraving illustrating the potential for
illusion with a concave mirror. Similar to Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard: Translation #1, Ex. 5 –
Mind’s I: Translation #12 shows the scene of a makeshift experiment staged with household
Excerpt from Jess’s response on the Whitney Museum of American Art Form, completed and signed
June 20, 1986. The prompt on the form asked, “Would you please express your artistic aims, how your
style has developed and when you seriously began your career as an artist.” The Whitney acquired one of
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items, and once again light is essential for the creation of an image and to the success of the
related setup. In the case of Ex. 5 – Mind’s I: Translation #12 light functions to construct a trick
of the eye. As explained in the accompanying text in Scientific American: “The phantom
bouquet, an interesting and very beautiful optical illusion, is produced by placing a bunch of
flowers (either natural or artificial) in an inverted position, behind a shield of some sort, and
projecting its image into the air by means of a concave mirror.”56 In the illustration of this
scenario three books act as scaffolding, two standing up on their ends at an angle to each other
and the third laying horizontally across them. The bouquet is hung upside down within the corner
formed by the vertically abutted books and an empty vase is placed on top of the horizontal
book, precisely over the inverted bouquet. The flames of two candles transmit the image of the
real bouquet onto the concave mirror, which, when all is properly aligned, then projects it back
out into the air upright and directly above the empty vase, as if the bouquet were really sitting
within it, and thus creating the illusion of the “phantom bouquet.”
Jess has stressed the nature of this illusion in his treatment of the paint surface. While the
fluctuating texture of his Translations often seems random, with large protruding globs of paint
dotted across the canvas, here Jess has built up certain areas of paint with purpose. The bouquet
of flowers that hangs upside down under the construction of hardcover books in the artist’s
canvas is so thick with paint that it actually projects out towards the viewer as if it had been
sculpted—or as if it were in the process of actively growing. This lower, hanging (actual)
bouquet is also painted in bright and healthy colors, its yellow, purple, pink, orange, and red
petals sprouting from green leaves and stems. In contrast, the image of the projected phantom
bouquet hovering above the vase is built up of relatively thin layers of paint and in dull colors, as
if it were left out to dry and fade in the sun. Jess leaves no question as to which of the bouquets
56
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is real and which is merely an illusion, as if his artistic approach stood as an attempt to undo the
(purely scientific) functioning of the optical illusion.
As was customary for him, Jess translated the engraving in great detail, down to the
stippled lines tracing the image of the real bouquet from the shield of books, to the concave
mirror, to hovering above the empty vase, to the pupil of a disembodied eye taking in the illusion
from the upper left corner of the canvas. This floating eye and brow are the only visual
depictions of the human figure in any of the scientific “Ex.” Translations. They simultaneously
stand in for the eye observing the optical illusion of the phantom bouquet; the “I” of the
painting’s title, the Mind’s I; and for Jess’s own eye. Jess described it as “the eye of this
imaginary angel or person, you or me [...] It’s a magic, virtual image.”57 In fact, the viewer of
Jess’s painting, and of the original Scientific American engraving, sees both the layout of the
illusion and what this disembodied eye sees, even though the latter would not in reality be
perceptible from the viewer’s angle of vision. The image offers up two different vantage points
held in suspension and reveals the secret of the magic trick.
Jess’s painted version of the engraving in this particular Translation also suggests an
additional presence created by a newly formed optical illusion. In the original black and white
image, a shadowy shape occupies the right side of the image between the arrangement of books
and the concave mirror. Jess has accentuated this indistinct form in his haptic and colorful
translation of the image into paint. Suddenly the muddy brown shape at the top of the form looks
like hair atop a head viewed from the side. The apparition is a human profile, which faces and
looks at the floating eye and brow on the left side of the canvas. Jess has filled in the form of the
silhouetted head with sections of color that strictly adhere to the boundaries created by the dotted
lines and edges of furniture and equipment that he translated from the Scientific American
57
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engraving. The inclusion of this second (putatively male) head changes the image from one
purely representing the workings of an optical illusion to something else implying the inner
workings of the mind. It can be read as an image of the artist himself, not a portrait of his
outward appearance, but rather of his internal process of translation. The concave mirror hangs
by a trompe l’oeil style nail at the back of the silhouette’s head (fig. 14) where it acts as a color
wheel chart. Just as Jess does through his act of translation, the silhouetted head takes in images,
processing and translating them into color in the back of its mind, before projecting them back
out into the world transformed.
In addition to this internal diagram of the artist’s mind, or of what Jess titled his “Mind’s
I,” another of the scientific paintings suggests the physical space of the artist’s studio. Ex. 4 –
Trinity’s Trine: Translation #5, 1964 (fig. 15) is the most complex and extravagantly painted of
the “Ex.” Translations. The painting was significant to both the artist and his long-term partner.
Duncan declared the painting to be the fulcrum of the Scientific American Translations and Jess
later recalled that it “required nine months of ten-hour days without swerving, to layer and
engineer its beauties, which, I declare, are more than surface deep.”58 Jess based it on an
engraving captioned “Laboratory Tromp and Other Apparatus,” which accompanied an article on
“A New Laboratory Tromp” in the March 5, 1887 issue of Scientific American (fig. 16). The
Translation is a rare instance of Jess cropping his original source image, which he usually
faithfully kept just as it had originally appeared. In this case, he omitted a portion of the image
from the very bottom of the laboratory scene: the bottom half of the drawers in the table, part of
the table’s legs, and a segment of the pipe flowing out of the sink are all cut off. This same
section of the image is physically cut off of the clipping of the black and white engraving that
Duncan, “Iconographical Extensions”, vii. Jess in letter of May 16, 1977 to curator Kynaston McShine.
The Museum of Modern Art, Department of Painting and Sculpture, Museum Collection File for Ex. 4 –
Trinity’s Trine: Translation #5.
58
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Jess pasted on the verso of his painting (fig. 17), so he may have made the edit upon initially
cutting the image out of Scientific American. Otherwise, Jess has translated the image with
extreme precision, a method remarkably removed from the immediacy emphasized in the
rhetoric of abstract painting from the prior decade in the United States. Jess’s composition seems
to perfectly match the source engraving down to every tiny knob and screw, and every line and
number on the scientific gauges.59
The subject of the illustration and related article in Scientific American is the suction and
force trompe (spelled tromp in the magazine), an air compressor powered by water, which
appears as the shaded blue cylinder labeled with the letter “T” and connected to the water faucet
on the right edge of the image. Unlike the makeshift scene of Ex. 1 –Laying a Standard:
Translations #1 or the isolated tool shown in Ex. 3 – Fionn’s Finnegas: Translation #4, this is a
proper professional laboratory with all of the specialized equipment that Jess would have been
familiar with from his time as a student at Caltech and as a professional chemist in Tennessee
and Washington states. The laboratory scene shows the potential applications of the trompe and
Jess has recreated it in incredible detail down to the outline of every tile or brick of the back wall
and the curvature of every tube and its corresponding shadows. Rather than being painted, the
letters, which appear throughout the canvas and provide a convenient guide to the many different
instruments involved in the assembly, are actually created by the absence of any paint and thus
reveal the depth, color, and texture of the untreated canvas (fig. 18). Identified within the scene
Auping has compared Ex. 4 – Trinity’s Trine: Translation #5 to the “bachelor machine” of Marcel
Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass) (1915-1923), yet the
Translation actually has more in common with the machines of another major Dada player, Francis
Picabia, whose mechanomorphic drawings and paintings of the 1910s took inspiration from industrial
imagery and often featured titles and other texts as part of the compositions. See Auping comparison with
Duchamp in Jess: A Grand Collage, 56. For more on Picabia’s mechanomorphs see Adrian Sudhalter,
“War, Exile, and the Machine,” in Francis Picabia: Our Heads Are Round so Our Thoughts Can Change
Direction. Edited by Anne Umland and Cathérine Hug. (The Museum of Modern Art, New York and
Kunsthaus Zürich, 2016), 66-75.
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are a safety bottle that prevents water from entering the vacuum (F), a board to which two glass
cocks are affixed (R), two pressure gauges (M and M’), a bell glass inside of which sits a stand
upon which capsules or vessels containing extracts can be placed (C), and a gas Bunsen burner.
The possible applications of the trompe are many, and as the accompanying text in Scientific
American states, “[t]his exceedingly practical apparatus is destined to render valuable services to
physiologists, botanists, and all laboratories of science.”60
Jess and Duncan both delighted in the original spelling of the device as “tromp” in
Scientific American and also associated it with the French word trompe (deceive) and the related
concept of trompe l’oeil, which literally translates to “deceive the eye.”61 Whereas trompe l’oeil
paintings attempt to conjure the illusion of a real three-dimensional scene on a flat painted
surface, there is no doubt that Jess’s image, despite the great accuracy of his translation of the
Scientific American engraving, is molded from impastoed paint, which is itself so threedimensional that it even casts its own shadows. However, the color and texture of Jess’s facture
are so extreme and bizarre that it is simultaneously hard to believe that his Translation is made
up simply of oil paint as Jess claims. He described the process for creating Ex. 4 – Trinity’s
Trine: Translation #5 as follows: “The engraving from Scientific American 1887 (affixt to the
back of the painting) was selected + contemplated [...] The painting was begun after working a
pencil drawing, all of whose lines remain uncovered in [the] final work. Oil paint was added in
sequential color tesserae, to the depth of 2 to 9 thicknesses, often occluding nuggets of old
salvaged palet paint.”62 While Jess asserted that his Translations were sincerely simply
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constructed with layers of oil paint on canvas mounted on plywood, they appear as through they
were created not with the conventional fine arts materials of the artist’s studio, but rather in a
scientific laboratory such as that depicted in Ex. 4 – Trinity’s Trine: Translation #5, with all of
the tools, chemicals, and techniques experimented with therein. As critics have noted about the
Translations, “the paint seems to embalm the imagery” and the “lumpy, wrinkley [sic] pictures
are like paint-by-numbers works exposed to atomic radiation.”63 The paintings convey the sense
that they have undergone something strange, that they are unnatural and manufactured, the result
of an ex-scientist’s experiments in image making. This is particularly prominent in Ex. 4 –
Trinity’s Trine: Translation #5, in which Jess, who declared that he took up art as an “antidote to
the scientific method,” paints the chemist’s laboratory as metaphor for the artist’s studio. As
Duncan explained it, “[f]or the painter who was once a student of the sciences, the medium of his
art is also a chemical theater.”64
Jess left evidence of his own presence within the studio laboratory of Ex. 4 – Trinity’s
Trine: Translation #5. Despite his extremely faithful and detailed transcription of the Scientific
American engraving for his Translation, he made two deliberate additions to the laboratory
scene, which do not appear in the black and white original. On the front right edge of the
worktable, just next to the Bunsen burner, he added two real wooden matches to the composition,
carefully inserting them directly into and under his thick layers of colorful oil paint (fig. 19).65
Jess embedded one of the matches into the layers of paint under a green tube that curves and
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crosses over it. Its unused red tip almost blends into the shapes of similarly shaded paint around
it. The other match that he inserted has already been lit, suggesting that within the world of
Jess’s painting it was used to light the active Bunsen burner beside it on the counter. Its burnt
head is broken off from its partially charred wooden body and sits next to it like a corpse or
evidence of a chemical reaction set into motion. Jess acknowledged this introduction of reality
into his appropriated image, correcting the description of the painting’s medium in a 1974
Museum of Modern Art questionnaire, “oil on canvas over wood,” with the addition of “(one
extraneous addition of wooden matches, cemented in place).”66 The two matches, taken along
with the flame of the Bunsen burner, relate to the trinity of the painting’s title in that they
represent three different states – unlit, on fire, and extinguished – that can also be taken to
represent, birth, life and death. Duncan wrote of the trinity of the painting as an alchemical
drama of the elements: “Did you see the Trinity’s Trine [...] it is built of triads of color as well as
of image and pictorially of the elements air, fire and water active within the environment of the
fourth – earth.”67 Jess was, no doubt, pleased with the alliteration formed by the trio of words in
his title for the painting, “Trinity,” “Trine,” and “Translation.” Trine is a term related to the angle
of two celestial bodies, relating back to the photographic plates that laid a standard in the first
Translation, but the word can also mean threefold, triple, or triad.
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Jess’s addition of the two real matches into the painting and his use of the word trinity in
the Translation’s title can also lead to darker readings of the bright and cheerfully colored
laboratory scene. While the laboratory can be seen as an allegory of the artist’s studio and
therefore the site of creative production, it can also be interpreted as the site of destruction. Not
only does the used and burnt match stand out as a symbol of death within the otherwise beautiful
and still scene, but Jess’s title for the Translation also includes a reference to the Manhattan
Project. The U.S. government research initiative’s code name for the first ever test of the nuclear
bomb, which took place on July 16, 1945 in the Jornada del Muerto (Journey of the Deadman)
desert of New Mexico, was “Trinity.” Jess was still serving at Oak Ridge at the time of the test,
although he, like the rest of the world, would not have become aware of it until after the fact. The
Trinity code name for the nuclear test was assigned by J. Robert Oppenheimer, director of the
Manhattan Project’s Los Alamos laboratory, who became known as “the father of the atomic
bomb.” There is a strange resonance between Jess’s practice of attaching mottos to his
Translations and the connection of poetry and prose with this major event in the history of the
atomic bomb. When asked about the Trinity code name in 1962, Oppenheimer claimed that his
reason for choosing it was not clear even to himself, but he insinuated that it was in part homage
to the English metaphysical poet John Donne.68 When Oppenheimer received the Life magazine
profile treatment in October 1949, his thoughts on the morning of the Trinity test were recounted
as follows, “he was beset by two complementary anxieties: he feared first that the bomb would
not work; second he feared what would happen to the world if it did.”69 After the test proved
successful, Oppenheimer claims that lines from the Hindu epic the Bhagavad-Gita immediately
68
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came to his mind: “I am become death, the destroyer of worlds.”70 The ostensibly neutral – and
immensely destructive – activities of the scientist are framed using very similarly evocative and
metaphysical quotations and references that came to be part of Jess’s practice in the
Translations.
Jess inscribed his own chosen quotations on the verso of Ex. 4 – Trinity’s Trine:
Translation #5, appropriately including not one but three mottos to create a trinity of textual
references. The first comes from the Book of the Dead, an ancient Egyptian funerary text written
on papyrus. Jess’s chosen excerpt begins with the god Atum declaring, “You will live more than
millions of years, an era of millions, but in the end I will destroy everything that I have created,
the earth will become again part of the Primeval Ocean, like the Abyss of waters in their original
state.”71 The second motto is drawn from philosopher Plotinus’s The Enneads and deals with the
perception of the soul, and the third text is taken from the Middle English The Book Concerning
Piers the Ploughman by William Langland, and includes referent to “a Torche or a tapur / The
Trinité is likned.”72 Together, the three mottos lend a sense of severity and prophecy to the
painting, not unlike the apocalyptic dream that convinced Jess to leave the “black magic” world
of science sixteen years prior.73
The words that Jess chose from the Egyptian god Atum also relate to his intention that the
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Translations would deteriorate over time. Just as the surface and colors of the paintings
continually developed as Jess was at work painting them, it was also his ambition that they
continue to evolve and develop after they left his studio. As he explained in a letter to Museum
of Modern Art curator Kynaston McShine regarding Ex. 4 – Trinity’s Trine: Translation #5,
“You see, it was built in order to fall apart bit by bit or much by much; that is basic to its own
painterly truth as a work of art; as it is for all the Translations. If the Museum wads it in cotton
(prevents living shocks whether even from atmosphere and temperature) it is doomed.”74 Jess
made this intention that the Translations “fall apart” extraordinarily clear in a May 1965 letter to
Los Angeles art dealer Rolf Nelson:
Robert says he created a chore for me: this letter to talk about the poetic image I use of
layer-on-layer ‘cracking open like a ripe pomegranate.’ [...] I expect these ‘translations’
to ‘paint themselves’ (by fissuring to reveal hidden chords of color) in a time I’ll not see
with these eyes. I do not induce the event of dissolution by the use of siccatives; just the
opposite I use the finest linseed in quantity + avoid the cheap paints. But because the
work in its make-up is referent to the progress of dissolution, the transitory, the beauty
inherent in ageing and the flux of time – I incorporate magical ingredients, occlusions of
old paint (I’ve never cast away paint from palette or scrapings) and am only too pleased
that the brush dwindles away into the work; and these will be foci finally for cracking and
crumbling. [...] Restorers are absolved of their horrors; they would block the work itself.
Each area, you will have noticed in the Scientific American pieces, is discrete as an
island and will, with ordinary usage, dissolve away with its own speed. [...] Even so, the
‘painting painting itself’ will go on its own secret time and I’ll be the admiring
onlooker.75
Jess intended that his act of translation be but the beginning of a lengthy and ongoing reaction.
His work in the studio of translating his source images into thick and colorful paint was meant to
set off the continuous and slow development of his paintings over the subsequent decades and
centuries.
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Jess’s incredible idea of his Translations continuing to paint themselves in order to reveal
their underlying layers of color over time becomes manifest in a very literal way in a later
painting from another subset of the series. Jess based Fig. 204 – Gastro-Duodenostomy
(Kocher): Translation #22, 1969 (fig. 20) on an illustration signed by “Bosser” in Dr. John
Joseph McGrath’s 1913 book Operative Surgery for Students and Practitioners (fig. 21). The
image that Jess selected is one of three hundred and sixty-four figures in the medical text. He
translated it, caption and all, and maintained the beginning of the original caption as the title for
the painting: “Fig. 204 – Gastro-duodenostomy (Kocher). The duodenum has been mobilized and
hooked up upon the finger. A finger of the other hand is hooked in behind the pylorus. Both
these parts are approximated preparatory to making the anastomosis between them.”76 The image
shows the described surgical procedure for creating a new connection between the stomach and
the first section of the small intestine. When at work on the painting, Jess joked in a letter to
Quadrani, “& so now, I resume operation – the next painting far from done – namely,
Gastroduodenostomy.”77 Despite Jess’s quip, his process of translating the image was in fact
quite the opposite of surgery. Instead of cutting something open, Jess was layering up material.
His depiction of the surgical incision opening up the female patient’s yellow flesh into the blue
abyss of her abdomen plays with his idea of the Translations eroding over time and “cracking
open like a ripe pomegranate” to reveal the strata of colors contained within his layers of
impasto.78
In another letter to Quadrani upon completion of the surgical painting, Jess wrote, “This
is the only one so far of my Translations that has elicited shrieks + groans of dismay from
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various friends – the subject represented is a big hurdle for most; altho I’m confident I didn’t tip
over the hurdle in my race for beauty – (said the Tortoise smugly).”79 This dismay caused by the
somewhat nauseating surgical imagery of the Translation, in which Jess truly makes paint flesh,
did not stop the painting from being acquired. When Quadrani displayed the painting as part of
the exhibition Translations by Jess at his New York gallery in 1971, Jess had very specific hopes
as to who might purchase it, writing, “I suppose my thinking that a surgeon might have come
forward for the Fig. 204 was coals-to-Newcastle thought. It being spoken for first must tie-in
with modern culture + its being the one shock-relevant Translation.”80 The painting was the first
Translation purchased from Jess’s exhibition at the gallery, bought not by a surgeon but by the
Art Institute of Chicago, which acquired it through their Twentieth-Century Purchase Fund,
further proving Jess’s theory of modern culture’s desire for shock appeal. The painting remains
in that museum’s collection and as of now has yet to “crack open like a ripe pomegranate,” but
according to Jess this scientific reaction is in process and over the coming decades and centuries
the painting will continue to develop, slowly opening up to reveal all of its internal viscera.
In the group of Translations addressed in this chapter Jess employs scientific imagery as
allegory for his image making as experiment. In these “Ex.” Translations, he construes the
scientific laboratory with the artist’s studio and stages his personal shift from experimenting
scientist to experimental artist. He employs his appropriated images from Scientific American
and other science-based sources to self-reflexive ends, playing with and heightening the sense of
optical illusion and cleverly referencing the transformative chromatic reactions that he intended
to set off in his paintings.
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Chapter Three: Figuring the Autobiographical Self
Similar to the seven “Ex.” Translations based on images from scientific origins, Jess’s
series also includes eight paintings whose titles begin with the prefix “Fig.”81 While the “Ex.”
paintings are completely devoid of human presence, with the sole exception of the floating eye
and accompanying phantom profile in Ex. 5 – Mind’s I: Translation #12, in the “Fig.” paintings
solitary figures or groups of figures abound, as implied by their prefix. Duncan expanded on the
possible meanings of the prefix in his 1961 text on the Translations, writing, “‘Fig.’ may mean
Figment as well as Figure or, mindful of the insistence upon pun and upon nonsense, it may
mean that the artist does or does not give a fig to or for art.”82 The abbreviation may, of course,
also stand in for “Figurative” and refer back to the ideological divide that Jess witnessed at the
California School of Fine Arts in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Wally Hedrick, a fellow painter
and student at the school, has recounted how the battle of figuration versus abstraction extended
beyond the school’s classrooms and studios, quite literally into a real life competitive arena.
“Have I ever talked about the softball game there used to be [in the 1950s]? [...] There was a
tradition for the figurative painters – they were called the Figs – to play the Creepy Crawlers –
who were the abstract-expressionists – every year to see who was better. There would be David
Park versus Frank Lobdell or Elmer Bischoff versus Frank Lobdell. Each group would come up
with a team, and I would be the umpire.”83 Jess based almost all of the “Fig.” Translations off of
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photographs of real people, some personal, some found, and some mass reproduced. He painted
from snapshots and formal portraits of known figures, such as the Beatles, Sarah Winchester,
heiress to the Winchester Riffle fortune, and the dancer Freddie Herko; of completely unknown
and anonymous figures; and, in two instances, from photographs of himself. While the “Ex.”
Translations examined in the previous chapter reflect Jess’s artistic practice through the inner
workings of his mind and his studio and their relationships to scientific diagrams and discourses,
the “Fig.” and other Translations examined in the following pages reflect the artist’s own
biography. Through these translated images, Jess tells the story not of his own methods of artistic
creation, but of the creation of the artist himself.
Unlike with the “Ex.” paintings of the series, which Jess numbered Ex. 1, Ex. 2, Ex. 3,
and so on, the numbering of the “Fig.” paintings does not correspond to the chronological order
in which Jess completed them, suggesting that a different logic is at work. While Fig. 1 – A ?
Year’s Darling Of A Pig My Size!: Translation #20, 1968 (fig. 22) was the twentieth painting
completed in the Translations series and the sixth of Jess’s eight paintings to feature the prefix
“Fig.” in its title, its designation as “Fig. 1”, the first of the figures, indicates it is an origin of
sorts. This is an attribute it shares with Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard: Translations #1 (1959), which
was both the first of the “Ex.” paintings and the initial painting of the series as a whole. Yet
while Ex. 1 – Laying a Standard: Translations #1 laid a standard for Jess’s modus operandi for
the series, Fig. 1 – A ? Year’s Darling Of A Pig My Size!: Translation #20 portrays a personal
beginning of a different sort.
The painting is a self-portrait. Jess based it off of a photograph that his father took of him
in 1926, at age three, somewhere in the Sierra foothills of California.84 The young Jess stands

(San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1990), 114.
84
Jess in letter of May 21, 1968 to Quadrani. Jess Papers, BANC MSS 2006/203, Folder 22.

37

alone in dark brown pants and a light brown coat with his hands in front of him and his back
turned to the viewer. His head is covered with a rounded bowler hat and he appears to stare out
towards the unkempt and wild landscape in front of him. Duncan wrote of the painting as early
as 1965, three years before Jess completed it in 1968: “Jess’s new paintings are the main events.
I have already laid claim to the self-portrait at three in the series. (The one with Jess throwing a
stone or just having thrown a stone into a pond, attendant upon the splash).”85 Jess confirmed the
invisible action of the image, describing it as “the light of recognition, in which a small boy is
mesmerized by the plunk of a stone he has thrown into the lake, perhaps beginning to realize the
largeness of the world.”86
The solitary figure of the three-year-old Jess “beginning to realize the largeness of the
world” is centered within the scene and evokes the trope of the Rückenfigur, or turned figure, in
German Romantic painting and in particular the work of nineteenth century painter Caspar David
Friedrich, whose Wanderer above the Sea of Fog from circa 1818 (fig. 23) has become the
consummate example of the compositional motif. Like Friedrich, Jess possessed a self-described
Romantic sensibility. The turned figure in Friedrich and Jess’s paintings at once stands in for the
viewer, yet also suggests that when the viewer beholds the paintings, what they see has already
been perceived. As art historians have noted, “The turned figure or Rückenfigur functions to
infuse Friedrich’s art with a heightened subjectivity, and to characterize what we see as already
the consequence of prior experience. This visual conceit endows the picture with a complex
temporal fabric. In our encounter with the Rückenfigur and his vision, we feel ourselves late, and
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therefore estranged, vis-à-vis the fullness of nature.”87 Even though the viewer shares in and
echoes the act of the Rückenfigur and views what they see, the landscape appears as the
Rückenfigur’s own vision. What is illustrated is thus not only the landscape, but also the figure’s
act of viewing the landscape. The background of the painting becomes “something seen, rather
than simply as something there,” stressing the subjective aspect of perception.88
The Rückenfigur is also a trope for origins as it reminds the viewer of the original act of
perceiving the landscape by the artist themself. In the case of Jess’s painting, which was based
on a photograph of the artist himself as a child, the viewer witnesses both the artist’s original
physical act of perceiving the landscape at age three and also the artist’s act of perceiving the
photograph of this moment some forty years later. Yet there is also another viewer present in
Jess’s painting. Several feet behind the boy, at the very bottom edge of the Translation’s canvas
is a small irregular dark triangle of darkness, which almost forms an arrow pointing to the young
figure. It is the shadow cast by the photographer who took the snapshot in 1926, which is to say
Jess’s father. His presence might seem ominous if the shadow were any larger; instead it points
back to the original act of him capturing the scene with his camera. Jess’s father’s shadow, more
so than the Rückenfigur of Jess himself, allows for a space for the viewer, or at least a surrogate
for the viewer, in the picture. The viewer stands where Jess’s father stood and sees what his
father saw through the viewfinder of his camera. Jess’s painting is thus a self-portrait at age three
as seen through his father’s eyes, radically decentering conventional notions of self-portraiture.
By the time Jess painted his translated version of his father’s 1926 photograph in 1968,
he had cut all ties with his family. Jess’s father, James Francis Collins II, was a civil engineer.
His mother, Clara, was a housewife who cared for Jess and his older brother. In the few recorded
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statements in which Jess discussed his family, he described them as “super-Republican” and the
household as a place where “children were to be seen and not heard.”89 While Jess did not pursue
an education or career in the arts until he was in his thirties, he had much earlier shown an
interest in painting:
I always wanted to be a painter. I knew when I was seven years old – the age when you
first begin to question your parents. I told my father that’s what I wanted to be. He
always wanted me to be some sort of scientist. Then he said that maybe there’s money in
art, and I could become a rich artist: “I guess Norman Rockwell does all right.” I looked
at a Norman Rockwell cover and said to myself, “If that is art, I don’t want it.”90
Friend Harry Jacobus also recalled that Jess “felt he had been forced to follow his dad and do
something practical. His father was strict about Jess not being an artist.”91 And so, as previously
detailed, Jess pursued a career in Chemistry.
It is often recounted that upon leaving his laboratory technician position at the Hanford
Atomic Energy Project to pursue art, Jess cut all ties with his family and changed his name. In
fact, the artist did not only drop his last name, but, as has been noted, “he chopped the second
half off his birth name of Burgess Collins and then halved the first part again” such that Burgess
Franklin Collins became simply Jess.92 However, as McDowell has explained, “Jess did not
discard his surname in one fell swoop.”93 It was a longer and slower process of change.
Similarly, it seems that cutting ties with his family was not so clear-cut. As late as 1957, nine
years after Jess left his laboratory job at Hanford, poet Charles Olson wrote to Duncan from
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Black Mountain College in North Carolina: “by the way Jess’s Ma has written me asking where
her student son of Baroque Art is – please have him tell me what he wants me to do? (mind you,
I do have to say something to her officially!)”94 Duncan, who had briefly attended Black
Mountain College in 1936 and returned again to teach in 1956, replied two days later: “Jess has
tried to cut his mother off. Sorry this has involved you–tho you might reply to her [to] say that
Jess was not enrolled in the college etc. was a visitor during the spring and that the college has
forwarded his mail to my address since he was my guest there. Jess will write her from here and
tell her not to write again.”95
Jess’s symbolic self-renaming was extremely significant to him, as evinced by his
constant battle with the art establishment to be known and attributed as simply Jess. Prior to the
1965 exhibition of the Translations at Rolf Nelson Gallery in Los Angeles, Jess wrote Nelson to
request he be correctly credited: “Would you please bill me as Jess. I’ve gone a long fifteen years
with this abbreviated signature, + it’s established in the few national shows I’ve been in. This in
the face of occasional museum or review antagonism (very local). Sure it’s idiosyncratic, but it
also has meaning re what’s done.”96 Several years later, he stressed the same point to art dealer
Federico Quadrani in a postscript to a letter: “PS--In regard to artist-nomer please always give it
as Jess (simply). I know it gives supercilious distress sometimes to reviewers and pedants, but I
mean all that the elision implies.”97 And reflecting on a review of a 1968 exhibition of his pasteups at the San Francisco Museum of Art written by Alfred Frankenstein for the San Francisco
Chronicle, Jess wrote, “Old Frankenstein ground out a pleasant accolade for the show [...] except
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he just had to pose on top officially flaunting his explorer’s flag bearing my unmentionable
surname. The museum had already toppt him tho in their calendar listing.”98
Knowledge of Jess’s future estrangement from his family and the truncation of his name
to simply Jess turns Fig. 1 – A ? Year’s Darling Of A Pig My Size!: Translation #20 into a
portend. The three-year-old Jess stands looking out towards the water and the landscape, with his
back literally turned to his father. Suddenly the figure of the small child appears utterly alone in a
barren landscape, a vision of isolation and detachment and an enactment of Jess’s familial selfemancipation. A fish skeleton on the right side of the canvas, just above a large purple rock,
becomes foreboding. The ground becomes a post-nuclear landscape as if Jess were looking out at
an aftermath, the result of his separation from his family, of his dream that the world would selfdestruct by the year 1975, or of his scientific work related to nuclear weaponry. Unlike
Friedrich’s wanderer, the young Jess Rückenfigur has interacted with the landscape in which he
stands by throwing a stone into the water in front of him. Whereas Friedrich’s figure stands
within the overwhelming power of nature, Jess did not just view the landscape, he touched it,
interacted with it, and heard it through the plunk of the stone in the water. He changed it.99
The title of Jess’s painting of his father’s photograph, Fig. 1 – A ? Year’s Darling Of A
Pig My Size!: Translation #20, comes from a line in the poem of another Romantic, William
Wordsworth’s 1804 “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood:”
Behold the Child among his new-born blisses,
A six years’ Darling of a pigmy size!
See, where ‘mid work of his own hand he lies,
Fretted by sallies of his mother’s kisses,
98

Jess in letter of June 9, 1968 to Quadrani. Jess Papers, BANC MSS 2006/203, Box 22. Emphasis in
original. The San Francisco Museum of Art added “Modern” to its name in 1975 and is now known as the
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art or SFMOMA.
99
One could extend a further reading into the three-year-old Jess’s interaction with the landscape,
captured in the photograph and in his painting. For example, the ripples created by the stone he threw into
the pond could be related to the “ripples” of oil paint present in Jess’s painting technique.

42

With light upon him from his father’s eyes!100
In Jess’s playful hands “pigmy” has become “pig my”, which, in addition to being an amusing
play on words, functions to change the phrase from the third person into the first. Wordsworth’s
lyric “Ode” on childhood and humanity’s relationship to nature seems perfectly matched to
Jess’s painting reflecting on his childhood and his relationship to his father. The image of Jess is,
after all through the lens of his father’s camera or, as the poem states, “With light upon him from
his father’s eyes!”101 The motto that Jess inscribed on the back of the painting also comes from
later in the same Wordsworth poem:
Not for these I raise
The song of thanks and praise;
But for those obstinate questionings
Of sense and outward things,
Fallings from us, vanishings;
Blank misgivings of a Creature
Moving about in worlds not realised,
High instincts, before which our mortal Nature
Did tremble like a guilty Thing surprised:
But for those first affections,
Those shadowy recollections,
Which, be they what they may,
Are yet the fountain light of all our day...102
Elsewhere in the “Ode” Wordsworth describes the child as “A Mighty prophet” and many lines
of the poem relate to Jess’s description of his associated Translation as the “the light of
recognition.”103 This light is visually manifest in the painting in the child’s hat. As Christopher
Wagstaff has noted, in contrast to the drab brown colors of his jacket and pants, which almost
blend into the dull landscape around him, “the bright colors of his hat suggest something unusual
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may be happening within the child himself.”104 The crown of his bowler hat glows in bright
yellow, while the brim is filled with a plethora or radiant colors, blue, green, red, pink, and a
peachy orange, selections from the vibrant palette Jess used when painting his Translations,
transforming his chosen black and white images into colorful canvases heaving with paint.
Jess based the next painting in his series, Will Wonders Never Cease: Translation #21,
1969 (fig. 24), on an engraving reproduced in Allen Walton Gould’s Mother Nature’s Children
(fig. 25). The book, first published in 1900, opens by announcing that it “aims to help the young
to see the spirit rather than the form of nature. […] Recognizing the power of pictures to reach
the child, [...] each chapter opens with a picture by some artist of acknowledged ability and
contains other interesting pictures bearing directly on the text.”105 The engraving that Jess
sourced from Mother Nature’s Children was itself based on a painting by an artist named
Dvořák.106 The image has therefore undergone a sequence of transformations, from painting to
black and white engraved illustration and, through Jess’s act of translation, back to painting
again. Although the painting is figurative and features figures, Jess did not include the “Fig.”
prefix in its title due to its fictional nature; however, the painting is still reflective of Jess’s
personal history and his development from scientist to artist.
The image shows three children standing in a field, their eyes and attention turned
towards the contents of the butterfly net being held by the eldest among them. The girl, with a
pastel bow on the right shoulder of her dress, claps her hands together in excitement. The boy in
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the center waits in anticipation, his hand placed on the girl’s back in a sweet and tender gesture.
The oldest boy reaches down into the net, its contents obscured. The black and white engraving
of the image opens chapter ten of Mother Nature’s Children, “How Mother Nature Sets the
Table for the Insects,” and is accompanied by a text that describes the scene in detail:
How interested they are in that gauze net! They have just caught a butterfly in it, and now
they are going to hold her in their hands and have a look at her graceful wings and
beautiful colors. But how frightened the poor little butterfly must feel to find herself
caught in such a trap as that! And how rough the boy’s hands must seem to the tender
creature! You can imagine how you would feel if some great giant should suddenly scoop
you up in a net as big as a room. I think you would struggle to get away as the poor
butterfly does. And what do you suppose she was doing when the little boy saw her
hovering about a flower and flung his net over her? She was just going to dinner. For the
flowers are the dinner tables for the butterflies.107
With this description of the poor captured butterfly’s struggle, the image is suddenly not so
innocent, a nebulousness that Jess plays with in his translation of the engraving. Upon painting
the image, Jess removed it from the context of Mother Nature’s Children and joined it with a
new text that he assigned as its motto. However, for this Translation he did not only inscribe the
motto on the verso of the painting as had become his standard practice. Some of the text makes a
prominent appearance in the upper portion of the canvas, written out across the short
brushstrokes and globs of paint in the sky: “said he would go on with his collecting and that was
all there was then of discussing and this is a little description of something that happened once
and it is very interesting.” Jess took this fragment of text from Gertrude Stein’s 1925 novel The
Making of Americans: Being a History of a Family’s Progress.108 The full motto that Jess
excerpted from Stein’s text begins on the verso of the painting (fig. 26):
... and this one, the little son wanted to make a collection of butterflies and beetles and it
was all exciting to him and it was all arranged then and then the father said to the son you
Allen Walton Gould, Mother Nature’s Children, 73.
Jess and Duncan were huge fans of Stein’s work and even had a “Gertrude Stein Room” in their San
Francisco home, so called because of a window screen printed with an image of the writer and her
partner, Alice B. Toklas.
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are certain this is not a cruel thing that you are wanting to be doing, killing things to
make collections of them, and the son was very disturbed then and they talked about it
then and then at last the boy was convinced it was a cruel thing and said he would not do
it and the father said the little boy was a noble boy to give up pleasure when it was a cruel
one, the boy went to bed then and then the father when he got up in the early morning
saw a wonderfully beautiful moth in the room and he caught him and he killed him and
he pinned him and he woke up his son then and showed it to him and he said to him “see
what a good father I am to have caught and killed this one,” the boy was all mixed up
inside him and then he ... (over)109
Jess continues the text on the front of the painting with the previous quoted passage: “said he
would go on with his collecting and that was all there was then of discussing and this is a little
description of something that happened once and it is very interesting.” Here, Jess has flipped the
usual hierarchy of image and text in the Translations. In most of the works, the painting comes
first and only upon turning over the canvas or reading the accompanying wall placard does one
discover the motto. In Will Wonders Never Cease: Translation #21 these elements are reversed.
The verso of the painting is the beginning, the first page of the folio, with the text of the motto
commencing there and, after Jess’s written directive of “...(over)”, continuing on the painted side
of the canvas. The text comes first and only when it ends does the image appear.
Jess’s selected motto lays out a confusing fable without a clear moral. The little son
learns of the cruelty of his insect collecting from his father and decides to give it up. However,
waking the next morning to find the beautiful moth that his father has killed for him, he decides
to continue building his collection. As Burnside has noted, “[t]he dilemma of the [Stein] text is
not resolved by the painting, rather it is heightened.”110 Jess executed the image in incredible
detail down to delineating individual hairs on the children’s heads and tiny wisps of mesh in the
pocket of the butterfly net. However, the contents of the net remain indistinct and mysterious, as
Stein quoted on verso of Jess’s painting. The “(over)” is Jess’s addition. It should also be noted that the
inclusion of beetles along with butterflies in Stein’s text would not have escaped Jess. Indeed, he may
have reveled in the pun and connection it created with an earlier painting in his series, Fig. 4 – Far and
Few…: Translation #15 (1965), which was based on a bubblegum card of the Beatles.
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do the subsequent actions of the children. Just as in Fig. 1 – A ? Year’s Darling Of A Pig My
Size!: Translation #20, there is a dialectical tension between explanation and obscurity. The
oldest boy reaches his left hand down into the net towards what looks like an orb of light, yet it is
unclear if the captured bug is already dead or if it might still be freed back into the air by the
children.
The ambiguity of the motto and image is also reflected in Jess’s evolving titles for the
Translation as it was in progress. His original title for the painting, Butterfly Persecutors, clearly
judges the three children as guilty. The title then went through several changes. As Jess wrote to
Quadrani in November 1968, “I just completed laying that deepest stratum of the painting you
and Odyssia saw on my workstand. Even its title is in middle staging, having drifted from
‘Butterfly Persecutors’ to ‘Young Homonoids With Rhopalecera’ to ‘Small Angels Without
Wings.’”111 Within the evolution of Jess’s titles for the painting, the three children go from
“Persecutors” to “Young Homonoids” to “Small Angels,” a drastic change in his judgment and
perception of the image, and a slow return of the children to their innocence. Jess settled on the
final title for the Translation several months later. Triumphant with the completion of the
painting, he wrote to Quadrani in January 1969:
Like the fairytale hero I have been battling the dragon dark. I announce that one painting
has been won: all but the final touches which will be added during the ensuing months of
setting. The title became sure only last week – ‘Will Wonders Never Cease.’ Whereby a
spiritual conundrum has posed itself alongside the psychological and the natural
accusation in the earlier title Butterfly Persecutors. These children are like mankind
ambiguously lovable and implacable.112
The meaning of Jess’s Translation transformed with his changing titles for it. In a sense, the
evolution of Jess’s title for the painting mirrors the trajectory of the father in Stein’s story. From
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Jess’s description of the children as “Persecutors” and the father’s scolding of his young son
about the cruelty of his entomological collection, to children simply curious about the wonders
of the world and nature. However, Jess’s placement of his signature within the Translation
indicates that he may have identified not with the father of Stein’s story, but rather with the son.
Jess painted his signature along the bottom edge of the Translation, not in one of the
corners, but rather centered on the coat of the oldest boy who reaches his hand down into the
butterfly net (fig. 27). The muddy brown “JS” of Jess’s signature matches other patches of color
on the boy’s coat and is camouflaged within the dark green of the jacket, as if it were
embroidered into its fabric. In so doing, Jess labeled and identified himself with this eldest and
lead figure of the trio and therefore with the “little son” in Stein’s story. Duncan described the
young butterfly enthusiast as “the scientist-collector who wreaks havoc with the light through his
tampering,” thus connecting the boy with Jess’s own scientific background.113 The painting, Will
Wonders Never Cease: Translation #21, is also the twenty-first painting of the series and thus
follows directly after Fig. 1 – A ? Year’s Darling Of A Pig My Size!: Translation #20, 1968 (fig.
22). Within the narrative of the Translations, here one finds the same three year old Jess who
discovered the vastness of the world, now grown up a little and with his bowler hat removed. He
shares the ceaseless wonders of nature with two younger friends, yet also struggles with the cruel
implications of his scientific gathering and the contradictory example that his father has set for
him. Grownups are still noticeably absent from the image themselves, yet in both paintings and
their accompanying mottos the shadow of the father looms large.
The (unseen) butterfly that the boy reaches towards in the net is, of course, a symbol of
metamorphosis, and relates to Jess’s own process of translating black and white images to
paintings thick with vibrant color and to his own personal metamorphosis from scientist to artist.
113
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In fact, it has been pointed out that throughout Jess’s oeuvre, “[i]mages of metamorphosis
abound. Everywhere there are frogs and butterflies, creatures that change form as they mature
and often figure as literary symbols of transformation from ugliness to beauty, or from
adolescence to maturity.”114 In addition, parallels can be drawn between Jess’s artistic practice
and the hobby of butterfly collecting depicted in the Translation and at question in the motto
integrated into it. As Burnside has noted “There is a sense in which all found subject matter
could be said to be similar to the butterfly collection in Gertrude Stein’s text.”115 Indeed, Jess’s
source images, his excerpted mottos, and the references he integrated into his titles for the
Translations were selected from a much larger archive of collected materials, which he had
harvested over time.
Similar to the colorful bowler hat that Jess (then Burgess) wore as a toddler plunking
stones into the water in Fig. 1 – A ? Year’s Darling Of A Pig My Size!: Translation #20, a
vibrant hat also adorns the head of the figure in Fig. 2 – A Field of Pumpkins Grown For Seed:
Translation #11, 1965 (fig. 28). Based on a small black and white photograph from the 1901
Yearbook of the United States Department of Agriculture, the Translation shows a man sitting on
a huge pumpkin in a field full of the squash with another large pumpkin held in between his arms
on his lap.116 He wears a suit and sits with his left side to the viewer, but with his head turned
away towards the horizon such that none of his features are visible. All one sees is the general
shape of a head shaded in three tints of orange and the figure’s colorful homburg hat. The
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photograph was one of fifty-two “text figures” reproduced in the eight hundred and forty-six
paged annual tome, where it accompanied the feature “Agricultural Seeds – Where Grown and
How Handled,” one of thirty-two articles on subjects as varied as mohair, insects as carriers of
disease, the Mexican cotton-boll weevil, and mountain roads as a source of revenue.117 Although
Jess based this painting on an image from a governmental source, and not a personal family
photograph, once he translated it and inserted it within the organization of his series, it feels
intimate and emotive. As if the young three year old Jess from Fig. 1 – A ? Year’s Darling Of A
Pig My Size!: Translation #20 has grown up into the man sitting in the field of pumpkins.
Jess based both paintings on photographs (not engravings) and in contrast to most of the
Translations, he did not assign the title of Fig. 2 – A Field of Pumpkins Grown For Seed:
Translation #11 himself, but instead took word for word the caption that appeared under the
source photograph in the Yearbook of the United States Department of Agriculture: “Fig. 2 – A
Field of Pumpkins Grown For Seed” (fig. 29). Jess incorporated this caption, now his title, into
the top of the canvas with the letters written in raised pale yellow painted letters across the pale
yellow sky such that they are almost imperceptible. Although the sun is nowhere to be seen,
Auping interprets the painting as part of his reading of the entire Translations series as an
homage to the sun, stating, “In Jess’s mind, the multitude of pumpkins represents the generative
power of the sun and obliquely evokes the New World myths and rituals that surround this
vegetable.”118 While Auping’s reading relies overly on the artist’s own account to interpret his
works, by contrast, Burnside sees not the sun, but rather the darkness of nuclear threat in the
painting. She writes, “In Fig. 2 the alchemy has succeeded and creative or destructive forces
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have been unleashed upon the world. The forms of the pumpkins now seem bomb-like, set with
stalky fuses. The lone figure perhaps embraces his own imminent danger, but nothing is
explained, nothing overstated. Apocalypse, epiphany: the image of the original photograph
remains.”119 These contrasting interpretations are, in fact, appropriate for the painting in a sense
as Jess addresses the very issue of artistic intent versus interpretation in the motto that he
inscribed on the verso of this Translation:
But the artist should realize from the failure of his allegories how little the public
demands this sort of thing. Who gives himself the trouble to read in allegorical
paintings...what the artists have intended to make known? All these enigmatic figures
make a burden of what ought to amuse or instruct me...Since the sole purpose of a
painting is to show me what cannot be said in words, it is ridiculous that an effort should
have to be made in order to understand it... And ordinarily, when I have succeeded in
divining what these mysterious figures mean, I find that the substance has hardly been
worth so elaborate a concealment.120
This text, which Jess ironically “elaborately concealed” on the verso of his painting, comes from
Abbé Noël Pluche, an eighteenth-century French priest. Jess, of course, plays on Pluche’s claim
that “the sole purpose of a painting is to show me what cannot be said in words” by layering
texts on to the enigmatic images of his Translations, itself a term primarily employed in relation
to language.
In another interpretation of Fig. 2 – A Field of Pumpkins Grown For Seed: Translation
#11, Greil Marcus reads the painting as something borne from nature: “Here the paint grows out
of the canvas like pumpkin vines, or bugs, or mud; the painting is rising with the gorgeous
fecundity of its subject matter.”121 Like Marcus, Jess also wrote of the Translations with organic
terminology. He once referred to two long labored over and recently completed paintings in the
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series as “slow growers.”122 In doing so, he in essence removed himself from the equation or at
least diminished his role from that of creator to that of cultivator, like the farmer in the field of
pumpkins. Duncan echoed the agricultural metaphor, describing the Translations as “each work
of art is a seed of art” and explaining that Jess “sees his Translations as [...] ‘grown for seed,’
scattered abroad in the imaginations of men to give rise to new visionary generations.”123 Like
the pumpkins in the field in which he sits, the solitary figures in Jess’s painting also appears to
be physically growing. Two large knobs of paint protrude from his left side and upper left thigh
as if something were developing within him. Like the pumpkins in the field, which are being
grown for the seeds within them, as discussed in the previous chapter, Jess slowly “grew” his
Translations as he painted them with the intention that they would open up to reveal the layers of
paint contained within them over time.
In Fig. 2 – A Field of Pumpkins Grown For Seed: Translation #11, Will Wonders Never
Cease: Translation #21, and Fig. 1 – A ? Year’s Darling Of A Pig My Size!: Translation #20,
Jess appropriated images of real and imaginary figures in order to figure the autobiographical
self. In these Translations, he grapples with his involvement in the development of the nuclear
bomb, his decision to leave science, and his subsequent development into an artist. He confronts
his relationship (or lack thereof) with his father, his self-imposed estrangement from his family,
and his transformation from Burgess Franklin Collins to simply Jess. Through these translated
figures he reflects on and reveals the creation of the artist himself.
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Conclusion: The Last Translation

When Jess first embarked on the Translations in 1959, he originally intended to teach
himself “how to paint” through a sequence of twenty-four images. That number soon grew to
twenty-six and as he approached what was to be the last painting of the series, Mort And Mage:
Translation #26 (1971), he wrote to Quadrani, “When this translation is done I shall indeed
believe myself competent to proceed with Narkissos – after these 26 stages of journeymanship.
[...] each

of the 26 has its part in the total spell.”124 However, Jess’s work on Narkissos was

further postponed when he took up a new series of nine paintings called the Salvages (1971-88),
in which he painted vignettes onto previously abandoned or found canvases.125 In addition,
prompted by a special commission just a few years after his completion of the twenty-sixth
Translation in 1971, he once again set out on his “journeymanship,” adding six more paintings to
the series between 1975 and 1976, and thus expanding the total number of Translations to thirtytwo.126 The thirty-second and final painting of the series, The Truth Shall Be Thy Warrant:
Translation #32 (fig. 30), provides the perfect coda to this thesis and an appropriately painterly
conclusion to Jess’s series.
The Truth Shall Be Thy Warrant: Translation #32 contains what Jess called “a dialogue
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of presences.”127 Whereas most of the Translations were sourced from a single black and white
image, here Jess combined images from vastly different origins and eras to converse with each
other and to play on the history of painting. The lightly colored and thinly painted background of
the canvas comes from the mythological funerary papyrus known as the Khonsu-mes B, which
dates from the XXI dynasty of Egypt. Into this large frieze, Jess embedded frames from the
American comic strip Krazy Kat by George Herriman, which he translated from the graphic
binary of black and white into the bright colors and built up textures of oil paint familiar to the
earlier works in his Translations series.128 As has been noted, by combining images from the
Khonsu-mes B and Krazy Kat, Jess emphasized the lineage of the Egyptian hieroglyph to the
comic strip.129 Duncan would also add the Translations themselves to this bloodline, writing of
the series, “These paintings are direct descendants of the hieroglyphics of earlier mystery cults
and alchemical theaters, but they belong now [...] to a theater of our mind’s free election and
entertaining of ideas, wherein a play of associations is going on.”130 Jess described the Krazy Kat
insert in his Translation as a “cartouche,” the word for the oval contours that form enclosed
frames around the names of royalty in Egyptian hieroglyphs and he appropriately embedded his
translation of the comic strip into existing forms within his pale painting of the papyrus image
(fig. 31).131
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To summarize, Krazy Kat, which ran continuously from 1913 until Herriman’s death in
1944, involves three main characters: Krazy Kat, who is in love with Ignatz Mouse; Ignatz,
whose sole preoccupation is throwing bricks at Krazy’s head; and Offissa Pup, who is enamored
with Krazy and constantly foils Ignatz’s schemes, usually by locking him up in the Coconino
County Jail. It is a love triangle of sorts, with each character driven by their own singular
obsession. However, the strip that Jess selected for his final Translation does not feature the
standard melodrama of the series. Instead, Krazy is alone in the narrative, joined only by the two
vertical forms that reappear in each of the comic’s four frames. Jess translated the completed
comic as it original appeared, a fact that is emphasized by his decision to maintain the numbers
in the lower left corner of each of the strip’s frames (1, 2, 3, and 4) and Herriman’s distinctive
and rather prominent signature across the bottom of the final frame. In addition, Jess translated
the comic into his painting life size, as if he had cut it out of the newspaper, pasted it into his
canvas, and then filled it in with his thick and wildly colored paint. Herriman’s comic strip was
originally printed in black and white (fig. 32), but Jess, of course, translated it slowly into bright
and textured colors.
Paint and the act of painting is in fact the very subject of the comic strip. In it, Krazy
walks up to two posts on the side of a road, one darkly colored and one light. Signs are posted on
both warning “WET PAINT.” In the following frame, Krazy takes one finger and runs it straight
down the first post, removing its dark paint to reveal a light layer of color underneath. Krazy
then walks over to the second post, takes the same finger and transfers the dark paint onto the
post’s lightly colored surface in a mark that perfectly mimics the first. In the comic strip Krazy
enacts a simplified version of Jess’s own process of creating the Translations. Krazy’s first
action of removing paint from the darkly painted pole to reveal the lightness underneath, reflects
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Jess’s metaphor of his Translations “cracking open like a ripe pomegranate” to expose the strata
of colors contained within his layering of paint.132 Krazy’s second action of transferring the dark
paint from the first post to the second, relates to Jess’s earlier process of building up the layers of
color on his canvases, the very technique that he used to paint the Krazy Kat strip. In fact, the
reader of the four frames of Herriman’s comic strip witnesses Krazy accomplishing the very
thing that sparked Jess to embark on the project of the Translations, learning how to paint. Jess
further emphasized the evolving chromatic quality of his Translations and Krazy’s actions by
painting Herriman’s originally unblemished white sky and ground in changing colors in each of
the four frames of the strip. The sky transitions from periwinkle to bubblegum pink to yellow
and finally to sky blue; as if Krazy’s artistic epiphany were occurring concurrent with sunrise.
The ground changes from pale magenta to pink to a greenish yellow, to the healthy green of fresh
grass. In this final frame of the comic, satisfied with their artistic intervention, Krazy walks
towards the end of the strip and, presumably, out of the frame, pronouncing for Jess the final
word of the Translations: “O.K.”

132

Jess in letter of May 28, 1965 to Nelson, Jess Papers, BANC MSS 2006/203, Box 16, Folder 5.

56

Bibliography

Archives consulted:
Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific Film Archive, Collection Records
De Young Museum, American Art Department Records
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Collection Records
Jess Papers at the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley
Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth, Collection Records
Philadelphia Museum of Art Archives
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Department of Modern and Contemporary Art Records
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Curatorial Records
The Museum of Modern Art Archives
The Museum of Modern Art, Department of Painting and Sculpture Collection Records
The Museum of Modern Art Department of Drawings and Prints Collection Records
The National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, Curatorial Records
Whitney Museum of American Art, Office of Research
Published sources consulted:
Abbe, Mary. “Artist lacks ‘isms,’ not impact,” Star Tribune: Newspaper of the Twin Cities,
December 31, 1993, p. 01E.
Adam, Helen and Jess. “Selected Letters, 1956-1984,” Chicago Review, Vol. 60, no. 2, pp. 1562.
Adler, Solomon. “Jess and the Bubblegum Card,” The San Francisco Museum of Modern Art’s
Open Space, May 22, 2019. https://openspace.sfmoma.org/2019/05/jess-and-thebubblegum-card/
Albright, Thomas. Art in the San Francisco Bay Area 1945 to 1980: An Illustrated History.
Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1985.
Alexander, Paul. “Buzz Gallery” (2002): http://www.bigbridge.org/issue9/bgpage2.htm
Armstrong, Richard. Matrix/Berkeley 37: Jess. Berkeley: University Art Museum, 1980.
Ashbery, John. “Jess at the Museum of Modern Art,” Art in America, March-April 1975 (in
Reported Sightings: Art Chronicles, 1957-1987, pp. 294-6).
--------. “Jess,” Rome: Galleria Odyssia, 1975.
--------. “How to Stuff a Wild Stocking,” New York (December 18, 1978), pp. 115-17.
--------. “Metaphysical Overtones,” New York, Vol. 13 (February 11, 1980), pp. 72-73.

57

--------. “Painting Becomes Theater,” Newsweek, April 24, 1982 (in Reported Sightings: Art
Chronicles, 1957-1987, pp. 296-8).
--------. “Prologue” In Jess: To and From the Printed Page. New York: ICI, 2007, p. 13.
Auping, Michael. “Jess: Paste-Ups (and Assemblies) 1951-1983,” in Jess: Paste-Ups (and
Assemblies) 1951-1983. Sarasota: The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, 1983,
pp. 10-17.
--------. “Songs of Innocence,” Art in America (January 1987): 114, 120-126, 147.
--------. “Introduction” In Jess: A Grand Collage, 1951-1993. Buffalo: Albright-Knox
Art Gallery, 1993, pp. 13-16.
--------. “An Interview with Jess,” in Jess: A Grand Collage, 1951-1993. Buffalo: Albright-Knox
Art Gallery, 1993, pp. 19-27.
--------. “Jess: A Grand Collage,” in Jess: A Grand Collage, 1951-1993. Buffalo: Albright-Knox
Art Gallery, 1993, pp. 31-65.
--------. “Jess (Collins) b. 1923,” in Pacific Dreams: Currents of Surrealism and Fantasy in
California Art, 1934-1957. Los Angeles: Armand Hammer Museum of Art and Cultural
Center, University of California, 1995: 126-128.
--------. “Solar Systems,” Artforum (April 2004), pp. 25-26.
--------. “Outsiders on the Inside,” in Jess, Word Pictures, Ray Johnson: Paste-ups, Moticos, and
Assemblages 1951-1997. San Francisco: Hackett-Freedman Gallery, 2005.
--------. 30 Year: Interviews and Outtakes. Munich and New York, Prestel, 2007.
Baker, Kenneth. “Collages and Paintings: The Best of Jess Is Great,” San Francisco Chronicle,
March 23, 1989, p. E3.
--------. “Searching for Meaning in Jess’ Dreams,” San Francisco Chronicle, March 2, 1994, p.
E1.
--------. “Jess Collins - S.F. painter, collage artist,” San Francisco Chronicle, January 7, 2004, p.
A19.
Baldwin, Nick. “The Key to Jess: Details,” Des Moines Sunday Register, October 30, 1977, p.
4B.
Barnett, Lincoln. “J. Robert Oppenheimer,” Life (October 10, 1949), p. 133.

58

Berkson, Bill. “Factum Fidei: A Walk-through Apropos the Late ‘50s,” in Solnit, Rebecca.
Secret Exhibition: Six California Artists of the Cold War Era. San Francisco: City Lights
Books, 1990, pp. ii-vi.
Bertholf, Robert J. “The Concert: Robert Duncan Writing Out of Painting,” in Jess: A Grand
Collage, 1951-1993. Buffalo: Albright-Knox Art Gallery, 1993, pp. 67-91.
Boaden, James. “Moving Houses: Jess and Robert Duncan’s Queer Domesticity,” Oxford Art
Journal, Vol. 36, No. 2 (2013), pp. 257-280.
Bowles, Jerry G. “Reviews and Previews,” ARTNews (Summer 1971), p. 14.
Breazeale, William. “Paste-Ups by Jess: A Reading in the Labyrinth,” in An Opening of the
Field: Jess, Robert Duncan, and Their Circle. Portland, OR: Pomegranate
Communications, 2013, pp. 119-129.
Brockway, Lyn. “Recollections” in Lyn Brockway, Harry Jacobus and Jess: The Romantic
Paintings. Palo Alto, CA: Palo Alto Cultural Center: Belmont, CA: The Wiegand
Gallery, 1990, pp. 5-8.
Burnside, Madeleine. “New York Reviews: Jess,” ARTNews (February 1979), p. 173.
--------. Jess. New York: Odyssia Gallery: San Francisco: John Berggruen Gallery,
1989, n.p..
Burton, Stephen. Jess: A Family Collection. San Francisco: Hackett Mill Gallery, 2018.
Cameron, Dan. “Illustration is Back in the Picture,” ARTNews, Vol. 84 (November 1985), pp.
114-120.
Candida Smith, Richard. Utopia and Dissent: Art, Poetry, and Politics in California. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1995.
--------.The Modern Moves West: California Artists and Democratic Culture in the Twentieth
Century. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009.
Carlin, T.J. “Jess: Paintings and Paste-ups,” Time Out New York, (June 19-25, 2008), p. 71.
Carlin, John and Sheena Wagstaff. The Comic Art Show: Cartoons in Painting and Popular
Culture, Seattle: Fantagraphic Books, 1983.
Cebulski, Frank. “Lyric Art,” Artweek, Vol. 14 (May 23, 1983), p. 4.
Channin, Richard. “Reviews and Previews,” ARTNews (November 1971), p. 26.
Cole, Suzanne P. “‘A Field of Pumpkins’ Expands our ‘Field’,” The Kansas City Starr, (March

59

13, 2011), p. MG5.
Cotter, Holland. “The Company They Kept,” The New York Times, January 17, 2014, p. C33.
Diehl, Travis. 2018. “Los Angeles: Jess,” Art in America 106 (10), p. 113.
Dorfman, John. “Ordered, But Without Bounds: Pasadena Museum of California Art Reveals the
Inner Worlds of the Artist Jess, the Poet Robert Duncan, and Their Circle of Friends,” in
Art & Antiques, (September 2014), pp. 66-70.
Duncan, Michael. “Maverick Modernist,” Art in America (November 1994), pp. 57 and 92-96.
--------. “Jess, 1923-2004,” Art in America, (March 2004), p. 160.
--------. Jess: Paste-Ups. New York: Tibor de Nagy Gallery, 2009.
--------. “O! Jess: Consensual Realms of the Imagi-Nation,” in Jess: O! Tricky Cad & Other
Jessoterica. Los Angeles: Siglio Press, 2012.
--------. “An Opening of the Field: Jess, Robert Duncan, and Their Circle,” in An Opening of the
Field: Jess, Robert Duncan, and Their Circle. Portland, OR: Pomegranate
Communications, 2013, pp. 9-49.
Duncan, Robert. “Iconographical Extensions,” in Translations by Jess. New York: Odyssia
Gallery, 1971, pp. i–xiv.
--------. “Structure of Rime XXVII,” in Jess: Paste-Ups, Museum of Contemporary Art,
Chicago, IL, 1972.
--------. “An Art of Wondering,” in Translations, Salvages, Paste-Ups by Jess. Dallas Museum of
Fine Arts, 1977, n.p.
--------, Robert J. Bertholf, and Denise Levertov. The Letters of Robert Duncan and Denise
Levertov. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2004.
--------, Charles Olson. An Open Map: The Correspondence of Robert Duncan and Charles
Olson. Albuquerque: New Mexico University Press, 2017
Evans, Thomas and Brandon Stosuy. “On Jess: An Assembled Glossary,” in Jess: To and From
the Printed Page. New York: ICI, 2007, pp. 89-99.
Factor, Don. “Los Angeles - Jess Collins,” Artforum, Vol. 4, No. 6, (February 1966), p. 15.
Feinstein, Roni. Circa 1958: Breaking Ground in American Art. Chapel Hill: Ackland Art
Museum, The University of North Carolina, 2008.

60

Frank, Elizabeth. “Jess at Odyssia: Review of Exhibitions,” Art in America (April 1981), p. 143.
Frank, Peter. “Musea in New York Najaar 1974,” Museumjournaal, 2, 1975.
--------. “Rediscovering Jess,” art ltd, (July/August 2013), pp. 42-5.
Frankenstein, Alfred. “Art exhibits -- large and small,” San Francisco Chronicle, February 12,
1961, pp. 22-23.
--------. “The Visual Quotations by Jess,” San Francisco Sunday Examiner and Chronicle, June
2, 1977, p. 49.
Gardner, James. “Jess: An Act of Surrender, a Leap of Faith,” The New York Sun, July 10, 2008,
p. 22.
Gould, Allen Walton. Mother Nature’s Children. Boston: Ginn & Company, 1900.
Gruen, John. “Galleries and Museums: The Best Thing in Life is Me,” New York, October 17,
1971, p. 80.
--------. “On Art,” Soho Weekly News. Thursday, December 5, 1974.
Hainley, Bruce. “Reviews: Jess,” Artforum (February 2008), pp. 297-8.
--------. “Review: An Opening of the Field,” Artforum (May 2013).
Halbreich, Kathy. “Forty Years of Projects” (2011):
https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared//pdfs/docs/calendar/projects/FortyYearsofProje
ts.pdf
Hamlin, Jesse. “A Look Into the Secluded Life of Jess,” San Francisco Chronicle, February 24,
1994, pp. E1 and E4.
Herriman, George. Krazy Kat. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1946.
Hijiya, James A. “The ‘Gita’ of J. Robert Oppenheimer,” Proceedings of the American
Philosophical Society, vol. 144, no. 2, 2000, pp. 123–167.
Hopkins, Henry T. California Paintings: New Work. San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 1991.
Janevski, Ana and Thomas Lax, eds. Judson Dance Theater: The Work Is Never Done. New
York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2018.
Jarmusch, Ann. “Freewheeling Diversity,” ARTnews, Vol 77, Issue 7 (September 1978), p. 134144.

61

Jarnot, Lisa. “Jess and His Literary Milieu,” in Jess: To and From the Printed Page. New York:
ICI, 2007, pp. 77-84.
--------. Robert Duncan: The Ambassador from Venus. Berkeley: University of California Press,
2012.
Jess. Untitled statement in 8 Artists. Philadelphia: Philadelphia Museum of Art, 1978, p. 7.
--------. Narkissos Notebook. Facsimile, Department of Drawings and Prints, The Museum of
Modern Art, New York.
Johnson, Ken. “Jess, 80, San Francisco Artist Known for Layered Imagery,” The New York
Times, January 10, 2004, p. A14.
Kessler, Pamela. “Contemporary Keepers,” The Washington Post. November 21, 1986, p. 47.
Kitaj. R.B., “Introduction,” in Jess: Paste-Ups (and Assemblies) 1951-1983. Sarasota: The John
and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, 1983, pp. 8-9.
Knight, Christopher. “Creative era of Jess Collins, Robert Duncan brought full circle,” Los
Angeles Times, September 22, 2014.
Knoxville News-Sentinel (August 6, 1945).
Koerner, Joseph Leo. Caspar David Friedrich and the Subject of Landscape. New Haven: Yale
Univerity Press, 1990.
Kramer, Hilton. “Translations by Jess,” The New York Times, June 5, 1971, p. L25.
--------. “Two Collagists Tease the Eye,” The New York Times, December 22, 1978.
Leja, Michael. Aspects of the 70s: Mavericks. Waltham, MA: Rose Art Museum, Brandeis
University. 1980
Lerner, Ben. “Cut-Up Artist,” Art in America, 100, 11, (2012), p. 62.
Lewis, Jo Ann. “The Resonant ‘Drummers’,” Washington Post, May 18, 1988, p. D1.
Livingstone, Marco. Pop Art: A Continuing History. London: Thames and Hudson, 1990.
Maor, Eli. The Pythagorean Theorem: A 4,000-Year History. Princeton University Press, 2007
Marcus, Greil. “Untitled essay,” in Jess: A Grand Collage, 1951-1993. New York: Whitney
Museum of American Art, 1994, n.p.

62

--------. “Dream House,” Artforum International, Vol. 53, No. 3 (November 2014), pp. 143-44.
Martin, Fred. “Translations, Salvages & Paste-ups,” Artweek, Volume 8, Number 25, (July 16,
1977), pp. 1 and 16.
Maynard, James. “Poetry as Primary Community: Duncan, Spicer, Blaser, McClure, Olson,
Levertov, and Creeley,” in An Opening of the Field: Jess, Robert Duncan, and Their
Circle. Portland, OR: Pomegranate Communications, 2013, pp. 131-148.
McClemont, Doug. “Jess,” ARTNews, Volume 113. Issue 4, (April 2014), page 92.
McDonald, Robert. “Jess. Surveying the Paste-Ups,” Artweek, May 23, 1983: cover, p. 1.
McDowell, Tara. House Work: Domesticity, Belonging, and Salvage in the Art of Jess, 1955
1991. Ph.D. diss., University of California, Berkeley, Spring 2013.
McGrath, John J. Operative Surgery for Students and Practioners. Philadelphia: F.A. Davis
Company, 1913.
Meier, Alix. “Jess,” in Art as a Muscular Principle: 10 Artists and San Francisco 1950-1965:
Roots and New Directions. South Madley, Mass.: The Gallery, Mount Holyoke College,
1975, pp. 58-62.
Miller-Keller, Andrea. Matrix 2: Jess, Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, CT, 1975.
“Mr. + Mrs. Paul Getty, Jr - Penthouse in Rome,” Town & Country, April 1970, pp. 72-74.
Murdock, Robert M. “Introduction,” in Translations, Salvages, Paste-Ups by Jess. Dallas
Museum of Fine Arts, 1977, n.p.
Natsoulas, John, ed. The Beat Generation Galleries and Beyond. Davis, California: John
Natsoulas Press, 1996.
Naves, Mario. “Exhibition Notes,” New Criterion, Vol. 13, Issue 4, (December 1994), p. 47.
--------. “Struck by Conscience,” New York Observer, 2008.
Needham, Joseph. Science and Civilisation in China, Volume 3. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1959.
Nichols, K. D. “To Contractors, Workers, And Residents Of Oak Ridge,” Oak Ridge Journal
(Volume 3, Number 4, Thursday, August 9, 1945), p. 1.
Oak Ridge Journal (Volume 3, Number 4, Thursday, August 9, 1945).
Palmer, Michael. “On Jess’s Narkissos,” in Jess: A Grand Collage, 1951-1993. Buffalo:
Albright-Knox Art Gallery, 1993, pp. 93-103.

63

Perl, Jed. New Art City: Manhattan at Mid-Century, New York: Vintage, 2007.
--------. “Postcards from Nowhere,” The New Republic, June 25, 2008.
Phillips, Lisa, ed. Beat Culture and the New America, 1950-1965. New York: Whitney Museum
of American Art, 1995.
Plagens, Peter. Sunshine Muse: Contemporary Art on the West Coast. New York: Praeger
Publishers, 1974.
Proenza, Mary. “Tibor De Nagy,” Art in America, 100, 3 (March 2012), pp. 166–67.
Prokopoff, Stephen. Introduction to Jess: Paste-Ups, Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago,
IL, 1972.
Richard, Frances. “Review: Jess at Tibor de Navy,” Artforum, March 2012, p. 276.
Rodes, Richard. The Making of the Atomic Bomb. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2012.
Rogers, Michael. “Pulled Through Time: A Caltech Reporter Traces the Life of an Elusive
Artist,” Caltech News, Vol. 41, Num. 4, 2007.
Rudick, Nicole. “Paste-ups: Jess,” Paris Review, Issue 202, (Fall 2012), pp. 164-180.
Russell, John. “The Four Seasons and other Paste-Ups by Jess,” The New York Times,
January 2, 1981, p. C21.
Schaffner, Ingrid. “Found in Translation,” in Jess: To and From the Printed Page. New York:
ICI, 2007, pp. 15-72.
Scientific American, October 29, 1887.
Scientific American, February 26, 1887.
Scientific American, January 29, 1887.
Scientific American, March 5 1887.
Scientific American, February 5 1887.
Schwabsky, Barry. “Solemn, Expanded Time,” The Nation, 286, 24, (2008), pp. 33–36.
Schwartz, Stephen. “A Poet’s Take on Life and Learning,” San Francisco Chronicle, May 26,
1996, page 3/ZI.
Self, Dana. “The Nelson spotlights hot new properties in Sparks!,” The Pitch, May 15, 2008.

64

Selz, Peter. “Jess: Paintings, Paste-ups, Translations, Salvages,” in Jess: Painting and Paste
Ups. New York: Tibor de Nagy Gallery, 2008.
Simas, Joseph. “Now Now Jess!,” Arts Magazine, Vol. 65 (Summer 1991), pp. 52-57.
Smith, Roberta. “A Missing Link in Late-20th-Century Styles,” The New York Times, September
23, 1994, p. C30.
Solnit, Rebecca. Secret Exhibition: Six California Artists of the Cold War Era. San Francisco:
City Lights Books, 1990.
--------. “Phantoms of Delight,” Artweek, vol. 20, no. 14 (April 1989), p. 7.
--------. “Inventing San Francisco's art scene / 1950s bohemians altered the world from their lofts
in the city” Special to The Chronicle, Sunday, January 25, 2004:
https://www.sfgate.com/living/article/Inventing-San-Francisco-s-art-scene-1950s
2806467.php
Stiles, Knute. “Jess at the University Art Museum, Berkeley,” Art in America, Vol. 65,
(November 1977), pp. 137-139.
--------. “Jess: An Exhibition of Paste-Ups and Paintings at the Paule Anglim Gallery 14 Geary,
San Francisco,” California Voice, June 3, 1983, p. 23.
Storr, Robert. “History of Projects,” MoMA Magazine, Winter/Spring 1996:
https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared//pdfs/docs/calendar/projects/HistoryofProjects.
df
Sudhalter, Adrian. “War, Exile, and the Machine,” in Francis Picabia: Our Heads Are Round so
Our Thoughts Can Change Direction. Edited by Anne Umland and Cathérine Hug. The
Museum of Modern Art, New York and Kunsthaus Zürich, 2016, pp. 66-75.
Truman, Harry S. “Statement by the President Announcing the Use of the A-Bomb at Hiroshima,
August 6, 1945,” in Harry S. Truman: Container the Public Messages, Speeches, and
Statements of the President. April 12 to December 31, 1945. Washington: United Sates
Government Printing Office, 1961, p. 199.
Tyson, Janet S. “Migratory museumgoers - Texas art lovers flying…,” Forth Worth Star
Telegram, November 13, 1994, p. 6.
Wagstaff, Christopher. “Painting and the Spirit of Romance,” in Lyn Brockway, Harry Jacobus
and Jess: The Romantic Paintings. Palo Alto, CA: Palo Alto Cultural Center: Belmont,
CA: The Wiegand Gallery, 1990, pp. 11-16.

65

--------. ed. A Poet’s Mind: Collected Interviews with Robert Duncan, 1960-1985. Berkeley:
North Atlantic Books, 2012.
--------. “‘This Here Other World’: The Art of Robert Duncan and Jess,” in An Opening of the
Field: Jess, Robert Duncan, and Their Circle. Portland, OR: Pomegranate
Communications, 2013, pp. 51-88.
--------. “Conversations with Jess,” in An Opening of the Field: Jess, Robert Duncan, and Their
Circle. Portland, OR: Pomegranate Communications, 2013, pp. 267-271.
Watten, Barrett. “Derivations: Jess at SFMOMA,” ArtWeek, vol. 25, no. 8, April 21, 1994.
Wilson, William. “In the Galleries: Collins Spoofs Machine Age,” Los Angeles Times, December
10 1965, p. D8.
Wordsworth, William. The Complete Poetical Works of William Wordsworth. Franklin Classics
Trade Press, 2018.
Yau, John. “Open Books,” in Jess: Emblems for Robert Duncan. San Jose, CA: San Jose
Museum of Art, 1990.
--------. “Jess: Paintings and Paste-Ups,” The Brooklyn Rail, September 2008, p. 48.
--------. “The Real and the Imaginary,” New York: Tibor de Nagy, 2011, n.p.
Yearbook of the United States Department of Agriculture 1901. Washington: Government
Printing Office, 1902.

66

Illustrations

Figure 1. Jess, Ex. 1 –Laying a Standard: Translations #1, 1959
Oil on canvas, 23 1/2 x 15”
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Figure 2. “Apparatus for Standardizing Sensitive Plates”
in Scientific American, October 29, 1887, page 278
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Figure 3. Cover of the Oak Ridge Journal, Thursday, August 9, 1945
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Figure 4. Jess, Mort And Mage: Translation #26, 1971
Oil on canvas mounted on wood, 30 x 20”
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Figure 5. Jess, Fig. 4 – Far And Few...: Translation #15, 1965
Oil on canvas mounted on wood, 18 x 36”
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
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Figure 6. Topps bubblegum card of the Beatles, 1964
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Figure 7. Detail of Fig. 4 – Far And Few...: Translation #15, 1965
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Figure 8. Detail of Jess’s signature on Fig. 4 – Far And Few...: Translation #15, 1965

74

Figure 9. Jess, Ex. 3 – Fionn’s Finnegas: Translation #4, 1964
Oil on canvas mounted on wood, 25 x 20”
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Figure 10. “Randall’s Lathe Center Grinding Machine”
in Scientific American, January 19, 1887, page 70
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Figure 11. Jess wearing self-fashioned blinders while working on
Fig. 8 – De Macrocosmi Fabrica: Translation #24, 1969
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Figure 12. Jess, Ex. 5 – Mind’s I: Translation #12, 1965
Oil on canvas mounted on wood, 21 x 26”
National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 13. “Science in Toys” in Scientific American, February 5, 1887, page 89
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Figure 14. Detail of Ex. 5 – Mind’s I: Translation #12, 1965
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Figure 15. Jess, Ex. 4 – Trinity’s Trine: Translation #5, 1964
Oil and matches on canvas mounted on wood, 45 7/8 x 48 1/8”
Museum of Modern Art, New York
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Figure 16. “Laboratory Tromp and Other Apparatus”
in Scientific American, March 5, 1887, page 146
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Figure 17. Details of verso of Ex. 4 – Trinity’s Trine: Translation #5, 1964
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Figure 18. Detail of Ex. 4 – Trinity’s Trine: Translation #5, 1964
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Figure 19. Detail of matches in Ex. 4 – Trinity’s Trine: Translation #5, 1964
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Figure 20. Jess, Fig. 204 – Gastro-Duodenostomy (Kocher): Translation #22, 1969
Oil on canvas mounted on wood, 33 x 25”
Art Institute of Chicago
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Fig. 21. Soure image: illustration signed by “Bosser” in Dr. John Joseph McGrath’s 1913 book
Operative Surgery for Students and Practitioners (Philadelphia: F. A. Davis Co.)
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Figure 22. Jess, Fig. 1 – A ? Year’s Darling Of A Pig My Size!: Translation #20, 1968
Oil on canvas mounted on wood, 23 x 34”
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Figure 23. Caspar David Friedrich, Wanderer above the Sea of Fog, c. 1818
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Figure 24. Jess, Will Wonders Never Cease: Translation #21, 1969
Oil on canvas mounted on wood, 21 x 28 1/8”
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 25. Allen Walton Gould, Mother Nature’s Children, page 73
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Figure 26. Verso of Will Wonders Never Cease: Translation #21, 1969
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Figure 27. Detail of Jess’s signature on Will Wonders Never Cease: Translation #21, 1969
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Figure 28. Jess, Fig. 2 – A Field of Pumpkins Grown For Seed: Translation #11, 1965
Oil on canvas mounted on wood, 29 1/2 x 36”
Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City
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Figure 29. Yearbook of the United States Department of Agriculture 1901, plate XIX
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Figure 30. Jess, The Truth Shall Be Thy Warrant: Translation #32, 1976
Oil on canvas, 47 1/4 x 58 5/8”
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
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Figure 31. Detail of The Truth Shall Be Thy Warrant: Translation #32, 1976
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Figure 32. George Herriman, Krazy Kat
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